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Look to believers to understand beliefs 
There are probably many different ex

planations about how our convictions 
"work" in our lives. Some explanations 
treat religious truths somewhat like truth 
functions in "a computer. In these 
schemes religious convictions become a 
kind of exam by which we can test 
whether or not we are orthodox in our 
belief. "Do you believe in God?" works 
like a kind of test — if you answer "yes," 
you pass. If you answer "no," you flunk. 
This sort of explanation puts emphasis 
on the institutional uses of religious con
victions. 

There is an explanation that I like bet
ter than this, though. It is offered by the
ologian James William McClendon in 
two books he has written, Biography as 
Tlwology. and Understanding Religious Con
victions. McClendon urges us to under
stand the tenets of our belief in terms of 
their meaning for the way we live more 
than the way we think. He maintains that 
the main function of religious convic
tions is their influence on our actions, 
our choices and the patterns of life we 
take up. 

For McClendon, religious convictions 
give rise to our living "a certain kind of 
life." He says that if we honestly want to 
know what we believe, or if we want to 
understand what a particular group or re
ligious denomination believes, we should 

study concrete lives, and not the texts of 
the creeds they profess. He urges us to 
consider the biographies of individual 
believers,to uncover what religious belief 
really means. 

In his writings, McClendon actually 
outlines afmethod by which he tries-to in
vestigate selected lives of individuals, and 
offers guidelines for inquiring into the 
lives of members of various religious 
groups. He insists that the Christian tra
dition can.be understood more by look
ing at biographies of Christian believers 
than at theology textbooks or catechisms, 
formulas for rituals, contents of creeds 
and professions, or official documents 
and teachings. 

Moving through Lent and entering the 
month of March can be a particularly suit
able time to reflect a bit on McClendon's 
"take" on this matter. During this time of 

year we publicly commemorate the lives 
of a number of our, more famous saints. 
St. Patrick and St. Joseph come to mind 
immediately. But in March we also hon
or the Polish St. Casimir on March 4, the 
great women saints and martyrs Perpet-
ua and Felicity on March 7 and St. 
Frances of Rome, a married woman who 
raised three sons before founding a new 
religious order, on March 9. 

In McClendon's scheme, the tradition 
begun in Jesus continues not primarily in 
the verbal and written teachings promot
ed by the church, but in the lives of those 
who follow him. In fact, McClendon in
sists that "the Jesus tradition" needs al
ways to be re-presented for us in contem
porary terms. Thus our belief, in the 
communion of saints, and our use of the 
calendar of saints throughout the liturgi
cal year is not simply a secondary side 
show to the "really important" parts of 
our religion. It is absolutely central for 
our knowing what Christianity is truly 
about. 

Ideally, our parishes and religious con
gregations can function for us in ways 
similar to the calendar of saints. We all 
need concrete examples of what Chris
tianity looks like in the flesh today. The 
stories of Jesus in the four Gospel ac
counts offer us the ultimate paradigm of 
this. But the lives of our fellow believers 

re-present for us howjesus' life and teach
ings continue in the real life situations 
faced today. As we look around our own 
faith community, we should be able to 
point to individuals whose words and ac
tions, whose life style and patterns por
tray for us what the Gospel looks like in 
the USA. today. These people become 
sort of living sermons inspiring us to 
make the Gospel concrete in our lives, 
too. 

One of the great features of Catholi
cism has been our reverence for the com
munion of saints. We stress the fact that 
we are united not only with those now liv
ing, but with those who have already 
died, too. Their lives and example con
tinue to inform us, and we remain united 
with them in helpful ways even beyond 
the grave. 

According to news accounts, Pope 
John Paul II has waived the five-year wait 
requirement in the process of possibly 
naming Mother Teresa a saint. This move 
undoubtedly reflects the pope's pastoral 
understanding of the need we all have for 
examples who can inspire us and show us 
at least one picture of what a Gospel-cen
tered life can look like in the situations of 
modern life. 

• • • 
Sister Schoelles 

Bernards Institute. 
is president of St. 

We're 90% leased. Call us today! 

"I Fell in Love with the 
Incredible Value." 

taking care of a house became 

more trouble than it was worth for my 

ii'ifc and me, so wc started looking 

into various retirement options and 

decided Chapel Oaks was the ideal 

place to go. The staff is so attentive to 

our even/ desire. We recently went to 

Grand Cayman and when we 

came back, our apartment was safe, 

secure and immaculately clean. 

Now Hint's service!" 

— John and Betty Fulton 

Rochester, Neiv York 

The French call it joie de vivre, or love of life. 

That ability to approach life joyfully and fully*! 

appreciate all that each day has to offer. Every day, 

residents of Chapel Oaks, Rochester 's newest and 

finest rental retirement cornrnunity, are finding the 

joy of retirement living. Once you 've experienced 

life at Chapel Oaks, you may find yourself falling 

in love wi th the true joy of living all over again. 

f all in love with the tradition of St. Ann 's of 

X Greater Rochester, Inc., w h o for 125 years has 

provided senior adults with a truly fulfilling 

retirement lifestyle. The location of being perfectly 

situated on 14 beautiful, secluded acres of the St. 

Ann 's campus a,nd just minutes away from 

Rochester 's finest shopping, entertainment and 

cultural activities. The independence to continue an 

active life style withouferoutine maintenance and 

tiresome daily chores. The value of a rental concept 

with no entrance fee, which makes Chapel Oaks 

Rochester 's most affordable retirement living 

options. The convenience of exceptional services ^ n d 

amenities, and the spacious one- aind two-bedroom 

apar tment homes . Or, fall in love wi th the security 

and peace of mind that comes from having priority 

access to a full con t inuum of heal th care services 

right on the St. Ann ' s campus . 

f ^ r et irement is your t ime to seize the day and 

JL X . life to its fullest; to experience your 

"joie d e vivre. ' ' P l e a s e cal l ( 7 1 6 ) 3 4 2 - 3 0 5 2 

for more i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t C h a p e l O a k s 

or t o arrange y o u r p e r s o n a l tour. O n c e 

y o u s e e al l that w e h a v e to offer, y o u m a y 

j u s t f ind y o u r s e l f f a l l ing i n l o v e w i t h the 

true joy o f l i v i n g al l o v e r aga in ! 

ST . A N N ' S 
C H A P E L O A K S 

Full of Life -'. 
15*50 Port land Avenue Rochester, NY 14621 

(716) 342-3052 
An affiliate of St. Ann's of Greater Rochester, Inc. 
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