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Abstract 

The concept of conversion suffers from reductionism and associations to fundamentalism. 

Paul Robb, PhD. a Jesuit priest, and Alan Jones, PhD, a Protestant minister, cal1 for a 

renewed understanding of conversion and develop theological perspectives to that effect. 

Using the work of Robb and Jones, this thesis explores and synthesizes their work and uses 

creative writing to demonstrate that the work of conversion pervades human experience. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The notion of conversion has, today, fallen unto hard times. The word itself suffers fiom 

both reductionism and associations to fundamentalism. When one hears this word, the 

connotations likely to corne to inind are either the tidy image of a newcomer to the faith or 

the uneasy image of the "Have you been saved?" Street corner prophet. Certainly the word 

does not seem to have a place in the on-going lives of most people (churched or unchurched). 

Paul Robb writes of conversion as having been "reduced to a process of socialization . . . 
converts learned the certitudes of faith through catechisrns and were socialized into the 

language, customs, mbncs, and rimals of the group on a behavioral level." ' Allan Jones 

writes. " the word suggests wild emotional experiences, a cornmitted anti-intellectualism. and 

often bigoted opinions." ' 
At best, conversion is understood as an event or act completed at a particular time. in a 

particular place. It is not commonly understood as an experience begun in the past and 

extending into the present. Perhaps most sadly, it is not understood as an act or cal1 initiated 

by God and predicated by love. Rather, it is a concept shrouded in the language of sin- 

punishrnent, tdl-redemption, guilt-penance, lost-saved. 

As conversion has fallen unto hard times, so hm self-knowledge. Equally relevant today is 

the lament of Teresa of Avila regarding the lack of self-knowledge in her day: "It is too bad 

and really unfortunate that, through our own fauit, we do not understand ourselves or really 

know who we are."3 And while we're a generation that has put great importance on 

individualism and self-improvement, this has not k d  to self-knowledge in the profound sense 

that conversion demands. Unfortunately, in the search for individualism and self- 

improvement, authentic self-knowledge is lost in the superficiality of narcissism and its 

endless search for the "feel-good" experience, be it in a workshop, retreat, relationship or pill. 



In many Christian circles there is a taboo against the pursuit of self-knowledge because of 

the fear that it leads to self-involvement and selfishness. The path of self-knowledge is 

viewed as being at odds with the church's communal and sociaUpolitical mission. The 

myopia of this view deprives us of, (or at best diminishes), a major source of spirihial 

development and growth. In explonng the relationship between conversion and mission, 

Robk offers a 

away fiom the self and towards communion with the other." ' 
The spiritual masters of the past held no reserve in announcing the relevance of self- 

knowledge to the spiritual joumey. In an uncompromising statement, Teresa of Avila 

declares that: 

Knowing ourseives is something so important that 1 wouldn't want 
any relaxation ever in this regard, however high you may have 
climbed into the heavens ... so, 1 repeat that it is good, indeed very 
good, to try to enter first into the room where self-knowledge is 
dealt with rather than fly off to other rooms. 

As Robb highlights, for Teresa, "self-kriowledge is not just a necessary foundation for 

holiness, but an integral part of God's gradua1 self-revelation to us." "Hence St. Augustine 

said to God: 'Let me know myself Lord, and I will know you."" St. Ignatius of Loyola, 

founder of the Jesuits, established a now renowned form of spiritual direction using his 

Spintual Exercises. As Robb points out: 

It would seem that part of the genius of the Spiritual Exercises as an aid to 
those experiencing conversion in their own lives is Ignatius' undentandhg 
ofthe importance of self-knowledge. ï h e  typical and powerful Ignatian 
meditations or contemplations seem to break the rhythm of focusing on the 
mysteries of God and Christ and to lower the retreatant's eyes to self, to an 
interior condition and experience, to persona1 concrete reality. ' 

What is "autheniic self-knowledge"? Robb writes of it as the ground of deep conversion 

of heart; the kind of "affective spiritual self-knowledge" that is made possible by a deep 

encounter with the self in its misery: 

If individuals have not entered into the desert of theû own misery, that 
place of affective spintual self-knowledge, then the God they seek to love 
and serve is not a God experienced, but a God made up of the tniths of 
theology and their own needs and imagination. 



For Robb, the relationship between authentic knowledge of self and authentic knowledge 

of God is the main frame of his wnting. He argues for the inseparable nature of both. 

Jones, closely allied with Robb, writes: "Salvation without the imer transfonning power 

of self-knowledge is little short of magic." ' O  This challenging statement concurs with what 

Robb has put forth, insofar as Jones, too, is making a case for the relationship between self- 

knowledge and conversion. Jones, however, does use other ternis to refer to the experience 

leading to self-knowledge. He speaks of the need to "stop the world," to "wake up." ' '  
Writing that the notion of "waking up" is a common first step of al1 the great religions, Jones 

acknowledges that "Christian believers have tended to be nervous about and suspicious of the 

waking-up process.. . ." l 2  He sees this tendency a s  due to the thought that Christianity has to 

do with salvation, not enlightenment. As Jones points out, this distinction is an unfortunate 

one because it reduces "enlightenment to little more than an intellectual exercise," and 

salvation to magic. l 3  

Clearly, both Robb and Jones rnake a clairn for deep personal engagement of the self that 

goes beyond any superficial subscnbing to religious belief systerns. This undertaking of self- 

knowledge is a far cry fiom that which draws the criticism of being "self-involved 

introspection." In truth, both writers espouse a way that leads into dark and dangerous 

temtory. The metaphor of desert is not particularly Jones'; Robb aiso uses the image of 

desert to speak of the journey into self. 

The gravity of this joumey of self-knowledge is also found in the writings of John of the 

Cross, a sixteenth century mystic, and a contemporary of Teresa of Avila. From John, we 

now have a highly developed theology of "the dark Nght of the soul." John, in speaking of 

the experience of self-knowledge, used the metaphor of "dark night" to capture its essence. 

He wrote that "self-knowledge flows fint from this dry night, and that from this knowledge 

as fiorn its source proceeds the other knowledge of God."I4 Authentic self-knowledge 

doesn't corne comfortably packaged. The words "desert," "dryness," "darkness," de@ any 

such illusion. 



In part, at least, the language of "authentic self-knowledge" implies that there is a lesser, 

or inauthentic (false) self that exists. In an article entitled, The Will of God, William 

Yeomans writes "Our search for the will of God is a search for our true selves, and dong the 

road there will aiways be a false self to be discarded." The finding and discarding of the false 

self is the necessary and precursory step toward finding the true self, the unique "word" of 

God within each human being. Robb wntes "Just as there was a Peter in Simon and Paul in 

Saul. so each individual's true narne, image, word, is hidden in the spirit to be revealed and 

expressed." l 5  Here, in slightly different language, again, the comection is being made 

between self-knowledge and conversion. 

Taken either separately or together, the concepts of conversion and self-knowledge seem 

to suffer silencing stigma and we are poorer for this. This thesis is my way of speaking on 

their behalf 

Purpose of the Studv 

Using the work of Paul Robb and Alan Jones as theological underpinning, the three-fold 

purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between self-knowledge and conversion; 

to use my personal experience of this relationship as a grounding point; and to express, 

through creative writing, how the cail and work of conversion pervades human experience. 

A significant aspect of the work of Robb and Jones is their attendance to the deeply persond 

and interior experience of conversion. They provide a paradigm for conversion that is 

relevant and available to those who are searching to understand this process in their own 

lives. 



Chapter 2 

LITElWTtTRE REVIEW 

From its Latin original b'conversio" cornes the most common definition of conversion, 

"to tum" (Webster). In Hebrew Scriphires, conversion was usually expressed by the Hebrew 

verb (sub) that means "tum," a verb frequently used in prophetic admonitions addressed to 

Israel: 

to seek Yahweh, to ask for him, to humble oneself, to direct one's heart to 
Yahweh, to seek good, to hate evil and to love good. to l e m  to do good, to 
obey, to acquire a new heart, to circumcise one's hean, to plow a new 
furrow, to wash oneself fiom wickedness. The abundance of these 
metaphon shows that conversion is conceived as a genuine interior change 
of attitude that issues in a revolution in personal conduct. l6 

Karl Rahner notes that both the Old Testament and the New Testament employ the verb 

forms far more often than the noun forms.'' This may be seen as irnplying an active and on- 

going process, as opposed to a static, once-and-for-dl accomplishment. 

In the New Testament, the Greek word "metanoia" denoted "repentance" after some 

misdemeanor, but later Greek translators of the Old Testament, as well as Hellenistic Jewish 

literature employed "metanoia7' to translate "sub." This Jewish background of "metanoia" 

focuses attention on the deeply interior quality of repentance." 

As a constant thread fiom biblical times to modem day, "conversion" was and is the terrn 

used to speak of a change or turn frorn one religion to another. or from lack of faith to belief. 

In conhlist. Robb draws on Lonergan's d e f ~ t i o n  of conversion "as a radical transformation 

fYom which follows on al1 levels of life an interlocking series of changes and developments." 

These changes encompass a change of self, (intellecnial conversion), a change in one's 

relationships with others (moral conversion), and a change in one's relationship with God 



(religious conversion). l9 Studying Robb's writing on conversion moves one h m  a dreaded 

hearing of the word to a radical awareness of conversion as a process underlying and 

permeating life's experiences. Robb, 1 believe, is teaching conversion in language that is 

most suited to today's seeker. 

Jones addresses conversion under the title of "Soul Mak»g: The Desert Way of 

Spirituality." and gives equal press to the path of self-knowledge: 

Conversion, for the desert believer, is about soul-making. It is not material 
for the ten o'dock news. It takes a Long t h e  to make a human being, and 
conversion is that continual process of being made and rernade, In one 
sense, it is never cornplete. To be human, frorn the believer's point of view, 
is to be in a continual process of conversion. 'O 

Kathleen Noms speaks of the diverse nature of conversion: 

Maybe the real scariness of conversion lies in admitting that God can work 
in us however, whenever, and through whatever means God chooses. if the 
incarnation of Jesus Christ teaches us anything, it is that conversion is not 
one-size-fits-all. Christian conversion is, in fact, incarnational: it is worked 
out by each individual within the community of faith." 

McBrien articulates a Catholic definition of conversion. He understands it as the process 

by which the Christian moves to a different level of human consciousness. " Conversion, for 

him, " is to transcend the limitations of one's own vision and to begin to see reality against a 

wider horizon. as God sees reaiity." This is a long way from earlier and nmower 

understandings of conversion as: 

to accept divine revelation as authoritatively presented by the Church. A 
'convert' was a non-Catholic who had become a Catholic. The determining 
feature of conversion, therefore, was ecclesioIogical, not Christological or 
anthropological. It had to do, ptimarily, that is with one's new relationship 
to the Catholic Church rather than with one's new self-understanding in 
relationship to God and 1 or Jesus Christ. 24 

Like Jones' language of "waking up," McBrien's word of "consciousness," is most 

helpful in pointing to the experience of self-knowledge and conversion. Like rnost wake- up 

calls. this "consciousness" is not always easy or welcorned, for it moves one f?om a 

cornfortable sleep to an awareness that disturbs and often disrupts one's iife. 

Of delight to me is Webster's defmition #7 giving a psychiatrie use of the term 

"conversion" as meaning: 



a mechanism by which emotionai conflict is transformed into an apparent 
physical disability affecting the sensory or voiuntary motor systerns and 
having syrnbolic rneaning, (also called 'convmion reaction'). " 

While Webster's definition clearly associates mind and body, there is no implicit or explicit 

mention of spirit. Conversion through self-knowledge dernands that we begin to attend to 

our experiences through a spiritual lens. This lens brings into focus the comection between 

mhd-body-spiiif and disallows the vioiencè of spiitting self h t o  segregiitnl parts. As we 

zoom in closer to o u  spiritual selves, we begin the jomey af healing that de-segregates. 

liberates, and unifies our fiagmented personhood. 

To play with Webster's t e m  "conversion reaction," it seems likely that one will have a 

reaction to "conversion"! There is a depth of meaning here insofar as we are inclined to 

pathologize our dificult life rxperiences and search for understanding and relief through a 

medical diagnosis of some sort. And while it is good rnedicine to label and treat accordingly, 

what is fiequently missed is the deeper connections within ourselves and what our symptoms 

are cornmunicating. 

Conversion is a dis-ease in the most tme sense of the word. It is the dis-ease of being 

awakened from our spiritual slumber, the disruption of being called out of our cornfort zones 

and known ways. Allan Jones refers to Christianity as a shocking religion, ("although many 

of its adherents have managed to protect themselves from its terrible impact.") 26 

Sam Keen writes: 

It is by tuming, turning, turning that we corne round right. Freedom is a 
circle dance in which we turn away From the persona and toward the self. it 
is a rnatter of conversion. '7 

Often taken for granted, and thus not made explicit is the foundational theological premise 

that conversion is always initiated by God as an act of love. Jones introduces his book Sou2 

~Mak»lg by reminding us that the Good News "begins with God's joy and delight in us.. . . and 

that sou1 making is about that basic truth and the various obstacles in our path to our 

accepting that love."*' This is a radical departure from much of what passes for the 

understanding of conversion. To some degree, it is a matter of emphasis. In the more 

fundamentalistic theology of conversion, there is almost always a loud cal1 to repentance that 



drowns out, or at best attenuates the c d  to hear the Good News of God's unconditional love. 

&Repent and Receive the Good News'' is thus reduced to a band recipe for being "saved." 

Being "saved" necessitates a belief in that fiom which one is being "saved,l eg. .'hell" or 

"damnation." Such belief generates a fear-driven emphasis on conversion. More 

importantly, it presupposes an image of God as judgmentai and punitive. This is a ver). 

dittèrent starting point, and it is not Good News. Being "saved" is not the same thing as 

being "loved." Jones grasps the essential nature of this distinction in his understanding of 

soul-making as receiving and responding to the Good News. 

Out of the various definitions of conversion, some key points can be identified: 

Conversion is a process; it is not an isolated event. 

It takes place over time, throughout the course of a lifetime. 

It is not separated from the details of one's life. but rather. it is a vital part of the ordinary 

and extraordinary experiences in one's life. 

It does not take place without the pursuit of authentic self-knowledge. 

Knowledge of the authentic self cornes as a result of the painful encounter with and 

unmasking of the persona. 

The affective domain is the ground in which such authentic self-knowledge is found. 

"This kind of affective self-knowledge is not leamed alone, though it is necessary to be 

alone for self-reflection. It is leamed in relationships. in the experiences of life. in the 

journey of conversion." 29 

Authentic sel f-knowledge leads directly and inevitably to the knowledge of others. Ro bb 

writes of this relationship: "As the awareness of personal misery reaches its deepest point, 

it is transformed into compassion: the individual realizes his communion with his larger 

self. the mass of humanity.. ..the encounter with the self is the fïrst step away from the 

self and towards communion with the other." 30 

There is a direct relationship between knowing self at this deep affective level and the 

expenential knowing of God. This is the ground of hope that forms only from the depths 

of humility granted through authentic self-howledge. 



Finally, "Mission aises from conversion." 3'  Robb explains this as "a letting go of our 

own creation and an accepting of who we were created to be.. . .there is a birthing of God 

within us.. ." " Illustrating with reference to the missioning of the apostles, Robb 

cautions that such missioning "was not just to preach the Good News but equally to listen 

to and hear the Spirit speaking in strange new ways and people.. . ways that broke through 

their own prej udices and understanding." 33 

Sin Revisited 

Discussion of conversion is not possible without discussion of sin. An essential part of 

the process of conversion takes place around the notion of sin. Here. as in so much of the 

joumey of conversion, there is a revisiting of old theologies and understandings. We can no 

longer hide behind an impersonal list of what is sin and what is not, c h e c h g  off the ones 

that seem to fit our lifestyles. Sin demands an intimacy. The seven "deadlyo' sins now 

become the seven "lively" sins as we discover with newness their lived presence in us. This 

new awareness of sin cornes fiom the depth of new awareness of self and God. Robb. 

speaking of this depth of self-knowledge, writes: "AAer walking around this interior 

kingdom of affections, we find that a transformation of feelings makes possible a real 

transformation of self. Without such a transformation of feelings, a so-called transformation 

of self is just a behavioral change; it will not last." ''' 
Previous ways of defining sin and forgiveness mostly had to do with behavioral changes. 

A certain formula of sin-confession-forgiveness promised security and reinstatement of 

relationship with self and God. What occurred however was a cycle of endless repetition of 

the formula, resulting in a dry and empty ritual. Glaser, in an article entitled Conscience 

and Superego: A Key Distinction writes: " The idea that an individual could sin seriously, 

repent only to sin senously again, repent again-and d l  this within a matter of days-also 

fmds at least partial explanation in the fact that superego guilt and its remission by an 

authority figure was mistaken for genuine moral guilt and its remission." '* As Glaser points 



out. much of what has passed for confessional practice has catered to the superego needs of 

individuals. As important as the superego is to human development, it is not the sniff out of 

which genuine moral development (conscience) cornes. The superego is motivated by fear 

of love-withdrawal, and thus commands a change of behavior. Behavioral changes are 

limited in time and based on a revwd-punishment motif that quickly becornes stale. This 

does justice to neither God nor self. The transformation of self that Robb is referring to is 

far beyond the superficiality of behavioral change. He is speaking of a new way of knowing 

God and self. 

In an article on formation of adult conscience. Kevin Kelly writes of the older way of 

reporting one's sins: "...conscience is reduced to the function of a spiritual cash register, 

marking up al1 our sins (according to number and gravity) and having no positive role in the 

task of discovenng what we should or should not do."36 Furthemore, in speaking of this 

way of relating to sin, conscience has no role in the task of discoverhg who we are. 

Conversion through self-knowledge demands that we become more comfortable with the 

growing knowledge of the interwoven and persona1 nature of sin. We become less inclined 

to extemdize sin and disassociate from it. Sin and self become more comfortable 

bedfellows. Sam Keen writes: 

The ancient maps that chart the stages of human life recognize thar midway 
we must begin a long process of  purification and repentance. Before we 
enter paradise, we must spend a season in purgatory. In the old religious 
language, repentance involves the confession of sin, ' We have al1 s i ~ e d  
and fallen short of the glory of God'. However, confession and repentance 
aren't feeling sorry for peccadillos, but seeing how we have been captive 
inside the machine of personality, a prisoner of ideologies, an automaton 
manipulated by defense mechanisms. The evil we previously objectified 
and assigned to exterior agents---devils, cornmunists, capitalists, 
chauvinists, faithless lovers, the system-rnust be discovered within. We 
can no longer divide the world between good and evil. The Iine between 
saints and sinners runs d o m  the middle of my being." 

Keen is wrîting about a deeply interior process of self-discovery/recovery. This is the 

conversion of which Robb speaks when he writes: "It reaches deep into our being-our 

peeonality, our choices, our very self. It touches in places that are unknown, places where we 



are strangers." j8 It necessitates an ownership of ourselves and an accountability that is 

lacking in the older formulait way of confession and forgiveness. 

The problem with the word "sin" is in part due to both the relational and non-relational 

implications of the word. Webster defines it as "to break a religious law or moral 

prin~iple."~~ The New Testament usage of the word "sin" meant "missing the mark." The 

legal approach to sin is non-relational and de-penonalizing to both the individual and to God. 

It separates us fiom the God that we are supposedly sinning against. Our relationship with 

God has gotten lost in the legal emphasis on sin. From the pulpits, often, we hear more about 

ourselves as sinners than God as lover. Thus, we become a people who are sin-focused and 

struggling to get rid of sin. Only the sidess one (Jesus) is worthy of encountering God in a 

real relationship and Christians m u t  do some theological narne-dropping to get to God. 1 am 

condemned to relate to God From my stance as simer and God is condernned to relate to me 

as Judge. Jesus is condernned to being the "middle man," whose name is forever associated 

with our sin. 

Jones, faithful to his starting point of God's love for us, offers a more relational definition 

of sin: 

When we forget our dignity (our m e  worth), we forget the source o f  that 
worth. Sin is a sort of willful forgetfulness of how great and wonderfil we 
are. It seduces us into thinking that we have to be our own creators, that we 
have to be the fabricators of our own souk. It Iays upon us terrible 
burdensgO 

Jones shifts the focus back to God and God's unconditional love and choice for us. There 

is no denial of sin in Jones' writing but there is a consistent theology of God as lover that 

prefaces any talk of sin. For Jones, sin is a relational concept; it has to do with God's love 

and our failures in accepting that love. 

Feminism, in particular, has taken issue with a Christology that relies on the arrangement 

of "savior and sinner" for relationship. This is much like the relationship between a child and 

parent. The child has to behave in a certain way to get the parent's approval and the parent is 

not fiee to relate to the child outside the bounds of parenting. This relating is appropriate to 



the unit that we understand as parent-child. Unfortunately. the image of God as parent is 

much ovemsed. And it engenden a fond desire for us to stay children. Until the child grows 

up and becomes an adult, there is no possibility of expanded relationship. Like a child who 

imitates its mother by wearing high heels, the attempt to imitate God, at best, is humorous, 

and at worst leads to a painful fdl. In The Trials of Eve, the narrator asks " Who is this Gad 

who sets the trap for His own creation?"l Feminist theology questions a God who would 

behave this way. 

Reuther further develops this position by suggesting that, not only did Eve not fa11 into sin, 

but rather, she fell into knowledge. In fact, according to Ruether, Eve acted superiorly by 

risking and moving into knowledge of God.'" 

Rita Brock offers this alternative view of sin: 

1 believe that understanding sin as damage enhances responsibility and 
healing instead of  miring us in blame and guiIt. 1 am suggesting that 
sinfulness is neither a state that cornes inevitably with birth nor something 
that permeates al1 human existence, but a syrnptom of the unavoidably 
relational nature of human existence through which we corne to be 
damaged and darnage others. Hence sin is a sign of our brokenheartcdness. 
of how darnaged we are, not of how evil, w i l l ~ l l y  disobedient, and 
culpable we are. Sin is not something to be punished, but sornething to be 
healed. '3 

Brock's offering provides a new sense of the bbrelationality'' of sin. She creates a notion in 

which relationship is the ground on which the legal interpretation of both sin and forgiveness 

is transformed. This personalization of sin as damage which we do and which is done to us, 

brîngs both God and humanity to closer encounter. Sin and forgiveness occur in the context 

of relationship, and Brock's notion opens us to a Iiving, enfleshed encounter with our broken, 

darnaged selves and the healing power of the love of God. In this model, the "love of God" 

is heard two ways: God's love of us and Our love of God. This is the relationship that makes 

a difference. 

The limitations of the older "fall-redemption" theoloa is well captured in the words of 

Joseph Campbell: 

In the biblical tradition we have inherited life is compt, and every natural 
impulse is sinhl unless it has been circumcised or baptized. The serpent 
wu the one who brought sin into the world. And the woman was the one 
who handed the apple to man. 



This identification of the woman with sin, of the serpent with sin, and thus 
o f  life with sin, is the hvist that has been given to the whole story in the 
biblical myth and doctrine of the FaIl. " 

Reflecting on l i s  younger experience of confession, Campbell writes: ". . .I  thought of rny 

boyhood, going to confession on Saturdays. meditating on d l  the little sins that 1 had 

comrnitted during the week. Now 1 think one should go and Say, "Bless me, Father, for 1 

have heen great, these Ire the good things I have donc thAs WC&" " Canipbeli quoirs 

Ramakrishna as saying that "if al1 you think of are your sins, then you are a sinner." 46 

Clearly, the area of sin, confession, and forgiveness is a complex one, and in it we are ofien 

still children. Campbell captures something of this complexity in writing that "religion is 

really a kind of second womb. It's designed to bnng this extrernely cornplicated thing, which 

is a human being, to maturity, which means to be self-motivating, self-acting. But the idea of 

sin puts you in a servile condition throughout your life." '' 
Spong takes the Church to task for its role in this process: " M e n  we examine the history 

of the Church, it appears that guilt, not forgiveness, has been the great lever of ecclesiasticai 

control. Guilt has also been the source of so much of the Church's power. The Church's 

faith in life after death has been predicated on that guilt being alleviated, purged. or punished 

etemally ." J8 

Matthew Fox M e r  eniarges upon the limitation of fall-redemption theology: 

To begin with sin is not good news-it is not news. for nothing is more 
obvious to observers of human history+specialIy those of us in the 20h 
century-than our capacity for sin; and it is not good and does not arouse 
goodness or the good power of imagination that can create alternatives to 
the cycles of human folly and sin and violence. Mile fall-redemption 
tradition begins spirituality with humanity's sinfiilness, the creation- 
centered tradition.. . begins with hurnanity 's potential to act divinely . . ." 

These words change our identity from simers to ones created out of God's love. and 

having the power of love within us. This change extols both hurnanity and divinity and 

makes relationship between the two possible. 

Love, by its nature, invites us to respond. Jones captures this response in writing about 

the experience of confession in the desert tradition of the East: "In the East, the sacrament of 

confession is sometimes called 'the Mystery of the Second Baptism.' The t d y  penitent is 



'baptized' again in his or her own tears, which represent the tears of truth and insight 

breaking in and flooding the sou1 with new life." Jones gocs on to speak of the Western 

equivalent to the Eastern experience as "compunction.. .a kind of 'punctunng' of the 

heart.. .that which pierces us to the heart, cuts us to the quick, raises us from the 'dead'."ll 

The depth and nature of this experience is clearly of a different and higher order than that 

which arises when confession is a release of superego activity. 

The theology of sin that one subscribes to will clearly influence one's theology of 

conversion. Likewise, the self-knowledge that defines die conversion of which Robb and 

Jones write, will demand a revisitation of sin. 



Chapter 3 

METHOD 

In explorhg the relationship between self-knowledge and conversion, this thesis is a 

composite of two different approaches. The first involves an exploration and synthesis of the 

work of two theologians: Paul Robb, a Jesuit priest, and Allan Jones, PhD, a Protestant 

minister. Weaving the central threads of their writing offers a unique perspective for 

understanding one's spiritual joumeyl Me. 

To illustrate this perspective, the second approach consists of creative writing, wherein 1 

draw from my own life experience to "make the words flesh." As Moms Berman writes: 

'The human drama iç first and foremost a somatic one.'' ". . .in my view we need to take a 

Ieap to what we might cal1 corporealite. a visceral approach . . .that puts the mind and body 

back together." 53 

Speaking the drama of one's life and finding within it the thread of conversion requires 

what Jones M t e s  of as "a sympathetic imagination." He defines this as: 

an intuitive appreciation of the mythical and the mystical. The rnythical 
emphasizes the importance of telling stories. The mystical shows the way 
to the inner appropriation of their meaning for us. '' 

Jones illustrates this point by refemng to the story of Jesus which is "rooted in events that 

really happened, 'wruught out grirnly and murderously in one Man's flesh and blood"' 55 

Still. when 'sympathetic imagination' is lacking, this story is seen o d y  with "a peculiar 

literalistic squint'?. 56 But this is the story that must be told. And in its telling, we meet at the 

levei of our shared humanity. Similarly, in the telling of our own stories, the üuth of our 

essence is found in the "flesh and blood" details. In this context, to understand one's own 

life as "Christian" is to gather its details into a story that is filled with "...as many crises, 

betrayals, and fdse starts as there are new births and resurrections.. . .'' Attempts to sanitize 

either the story of Jesus or one's own story ultimately tampen with the healing power that is 



always present when the truth is spoken. Viewed through Jones' "sympathetic imagination," 

ordinary, (and extraordinary,) life experiences, become a source of self-knowledge and 

conversion. 

Expenence is central in the renewed theology of which Robb d t e s .  Expenence and 

reflection on expenence is also a major pnnciple of feminist theology. This sharing of the 

relationship behveen self-knowieàge and conversion wiii bé testimony 10 the Robb-Jones 

synthesis. Sam Keen writes b a t :  

Strange as it may scem, self-knowledge begins with self-revelation. We 
don't know who we are until we hear ounelves speaking the drama of our 
lives .... Each peson is a repository of stories. To the degree that any one 
of us reaches toward autonomy, we must begin a process of sorting through 
the trash and treasures we have been given, keeping some and rejecting 
others? 

Storytelling through prose and poetry will give form to my personal mythology, self- 

knowledge, and conversion. The value of poetic expression, in particular, is explained by 

John Fox: 

Poetry is a natural medicine; it is like a horneopathic tincture derived from 
the stuff of life itself-your experience. Poems distill experience into the 
essentials. Our personal experiences touch the cornmon ground we share 
with others. . . ..Poetry provides guidance, revealing what you did not know 
you knew before you wrote or read the poem. This moment of surprising 
yourself with your own words of wisdom or of being surprised by the 
poems of othen is at the heart of poetry as healer.. . .Experiencing this 
sense of surprise rolls away the Stone of the mind's harshess and self- 
doubt, allowing us to recognize a voice that has been discouraged, or 
hidden away, or perhaps yet undis~overed.'~ 

In this thesis, 1 will not provide a full exposition on the theology of conversion and self- 

knowledge. Nor is it my intention to expound on the psychology or sociology of these 

experiences. 1 will focus on addressing, in particular, the relationship between the two. and 

specificall y, the inseparable nature of that relationship. 

The desert as both an actual place and as metaphor is a theme central to the history of 

Christian spiritual tradition and to individuals undertaking the spiritual journey. The 



reference made to the "desert way" refers to the metaphoric use of the term, as found in both 

Robb and Jones. It is not my intention to explore the "desert tradition/way" historically. 

While sharing some of my journey as illustration, my thesis is not offered as an instruction 

manual on either conversion or self-knowledge. While certain about the helpfulness of some 

of the theory quoted, 1 do not offer my views as "the right" ones. Most importantly, 1 lay no 

claim to being either "converted or "self-knowledgeable" in the completed sense. I am "in 

process" and so daim only a hurnan measure of both. 

Finally, the religious bias of this thesis is Christian. The authors that 1 quote most 

frequently, (Robb and Jones), are Roman Catholic and Protestant respectively. I am Roman 

Catholic. My formal studies in theology have occurred in both Roman Catholic and 

Protestant colleges. 



Chapter 4 

TI-IEOLOGIES OF CONVERSION: 

PRESENTATION AND SYNTHESIS OF ROBB AND JONES. 

A Renewed Understandine of Conversion 

Paul Robb calls for a renewed understanding of conversion. He emphasizes the depth and 

breadth of conversion in stating that it demands: 

a radical change in the person and personality, a transformation. I t  is not 
the substitution of a new self-image, no matter how upright, for an old one. 
It reaches down into the roots of an individual's affections, images, dreams, 
and c h o i c e ~ . ~  

For Robb, *'such convenion is found in experience.. .interwoven in the fabric and rhythm of 

cach person's life. Such convenion is often symbolized as a joumey or arduous 

pilgnmage."61 Robb cites Thomas Merton as one who cautions that "the entrance into such a 

life is not the end of a journey. but only the beginning. A long joumey must follow: an 

anguished and somrtimes pedous e~ploration."~' 

Robb uses Lonergan's work in supporting the need for a renewed understanding of 

conversion. Lonergan's research suggests that: 

Theology began to fall behind toward the eiid of the seventeenth cenniry 
with the introduction of 'dogrnatic theology'. This theology becomes 
deductive, static, abstract, universal: it stresses the cognitive approaches to 
faith and spiritual issues alrnost to the exclusion of personal and affective 
experience. It promoted the search for certitude to the detriment of the 
search for rneaning and understanding. '' 

What Lonergan proposes is " a renewed theology that is empincal, dynarnic. in process, 

concrete, historical, particular. It needs to stress experiential approaches in the search for 

rneaning and understanding." 6J 



The shift of emphasis here is major. In realizing the intimate and personal nature of God's 

love, we are being instructed to start with our expenence, to seek God in the events of o u  

daily lives, to hear God's cal1 in and through the particular of our lives. 

Robb warns that "in a dogmatic approach conversion seemed reduced to a process of 

socialization, perhaps presurning an intenor purification and change." 65 Again, dogmatic 

theology pressed for certitude. The learning of the tenets of the faith through catechism, and 

the behavioral socialization into the church was stressed. The exploration of the interior 

spiritual experiences that led an individual to life transforming conversion was unerly 

neglected. Robb points out that "the answee to questions were more important than an 

embryonic faith seeking for understanding'" 

Robb finds this sarne dynamic in the process followed by many entering religious life 

where "conversion was often reduced to the asceticism of meeting the expectations of the 

group rather than the kind of purification and change identified by Lonergan." 67 Robb is 

pointing out that this approach has certain disadvantages insofar as conversion at a deep 

persona1 level is placed second to the convert's ability to enter the culture and learn the 

"rubrics and ntuals of the group on a behavioral level." Robb is asking for a renewal in our 

process of understanding conversion and a shift of emphasis toward the centrality of the 

experience itseif in the hearts and minds of individuals. 69 

Allan Jones shares this approach. He writes: 

Human beings can't do without formulas or dogma, but these must always 
be preceded by a way of being that expresses in action and receptivity the 
heart of what the formulas or dogmas are seeking to communicate. In the 
end, faith cornes not from indoctrination fiom the outside, but from the 
Spirit of God bursting out from inside us. 70 

In calling for attention to the intenor experience of the individual as a pnority. Jones is 

also stressing a renewed understanding of conversion. He is writing about the problems 

encountered when one subscnbes to a ready-made, easy f o m  of conversion. Ofien this 

occurs in the individual's genuine quest for change, but one c m  be easily rnisled by an 

attractively packaged promise of conversion. Jones urlites that evangelism has k e n  infected 



by the desire to package things for easy consumption.'' This style of conversion promises 

salvation without much call for individual change. 

Jones is a believer in the desen way of sou1 making. For desert believers, "conversion is 

not a once and for al1 event, but a way of psychological and spiritual formation that takes a 

lifetime." " 
Refemng to classical Christian mysticism. Jones writes of the three distinct phases of the 

journey of conversion: purgation. illuminotion. and union. 73 Admitting that these names are 

intimidating, Jones illustrates their application by refemng to the expenence of the early 

Christian writers: 

At each step of the way they were purged of a false sense of self, they 
received new insight, and experienced the love of God in a deeper way. In 
modem tenns, we can Say that the three critical moments speak to our battle 
with a false sense of self and the quest for a new center.'" 

Noting that the threefold path always begins with some kind of an awakening, Jones 

writes that such a~vakening is an invitation to self-knowledge, and "part of self-knowledge is 

the acknowledgment of Our soul-si~kness."~~ 

The Purgative Way is, for Jones, "a cornmitment to self-knowledge, which is an essential 

preparation for serious Good Ne~s ." '~  Again, he is quick to qualifi that the purpose of 

purgation is "always remedial and never punitive." " Jones reminds the reader that: 

An essential ingredient of proper self-knowledge is proper self-love.. . .the 
sinner knows that he or she is loved, and weeps.. . . . .Appreciation of our 
true dignity and worth initiates the process of purgation because tnie self- 
knowledge bnngs with it an awareness of the discrepancy bebveen what we 
are now and what we are meant to be.- 

Jones takes issue with any practice of conversion that reduces this quest to "easily 

digestible solutions" which naively avoid the dismantling of the fdse self." He speaks again 

against popular evangelism which often engages the naiveté of its followers by offering 

instant relief fiom neuroses and pathologies. True conversion is transformational. but it is 

takes a long tirne to "reorder the personality and redirect the ~haracter. ' '~~ 

Jones equates conversion with "leaming what love is." The quintessential point in any 

talk of conversion must be the love of God that cails us into being. Conversion is fmt and 



foremost a call from the Lover (God) to the beloved (person). It is the love of God that 

initiates. sustains. and forever informs our journeys. Jones warns that even though the 

Gospel begins with God's love and delight for us, we are always in danger of suffering €rom 

spiritual amnesia. In the oprning pages of his book, Jones captures this critical point: 

The good news is that we are lovable and we are loved (that is, we have a 
" ~ i i l , "  we have an identitv! we are somebody). The bad news is  that we 
neither know it nor believe it..  . Much of what follows may sound like bad 
news, and it is very important to remember that what undergirds the 
exploration of hard tniths is the fundamental one of God's love for us." 

God's love, as understood by Jones, requires a response. A response to love is radically 

different than an obedience to the law. Throughout his book, Jones retums ro the primacy of 

love. This Iends great strength to his writing. 

The Dynamics of Conversion 

Robb's point that conversion is not just entrance into the church, defies any notion of "a 

cornfortable pew." In other words, Robb is witing about a renewed understanding of 

conversion as on-going, personal, communal. radical, historical. and encompassing one's 

moral, inteilectual, and social being. In particular, Robb has developed a thesis based on the 

vital knowledge of conversion as a process that permeates one's life experiences. NO longer 

can we say that what we are experiencing in our lives is separated from our expenence of 

God. Nor can we cling to the old ideas or ideals of "God moments" as only those times when 

we are at our best or deep in prayer. The challenge then becornes to find God in the midst of 

our lives, not just at the church door. 

Robb is not alone in the hearing of the call to understand conversion as interwoven in the 

mix we call life. Mentioned earlier was Jones' notion of Christianity as a shocking religion. 

He describes this shock as "...the shock of its calling us to a messy and untidy intimacy. It 

clairns that the Besh matters. It insists that history (the particuiarity of time and place) 

matters." 83 Most importantly and oddly enough. most radically it insists that you and 1 

matter. This particular point has kquently been minimized and even silenced because of the 



fear surrounding a focus on self. But the radical message of Christianity is that you and 1 

matter. We matter to God. The details of our [ives, like the counted hairs on our heads, 

matter. 

Much of what passes for relationship with God is based on a transcendent theology: God 

is the Other, the Beyond, the Unknowable, the Not Yet. The dangers inherent in this 

approach to God are real. It limits God and us. It limits the span of the relationship by 

emphasizing distance and differences. God is so far "up there?' and above us that our relating 

is based on attempts to worship this God before whom we shrink in significance. This kind 

of distance does not make for the "messy and untidy intimacy" of which Jones writes. It 

keeps me as unknown as the unknown God that 1 pray to. This distance also is one of the 

ways in which we protect ourselves from the impact, the shock, to which Jones refers. 

This "messy and untidy intimacy" of which Jones speaks flows from a more immanent 

(incamational) theology. God is present in each and every detail of one's life. God isn't only 

present when we are al1 dressed up "in our Sunday best," but rather. God is present in Our 

ordinary and our most profound nakedness. Jones writes: 

The shock breaks open the deadly "everydayness" that ensnares us and 
brings something awesome and terrifihg to Our reluctant attention: the 
believer's name for that "something" is God. God ceases to be a subject for 
philosophical debate, still less the object of our part-time and casual 
allegiance. This God is no hobby.M 

For Robb, this presence of God is mixed into the batter of our emotions, feelings, and 

conflicts of heart. Rather than dry our tears and make ourselves presentable to God, we need 

to knowllearn that it is in this desert of the seif that God c m  be found. This tmth is 

transformational. Through it a new journey into God becornes possible. This new journey is 

radical, in part, because we can no longer compartrnentalize God and our relating to God into 

tidy chapters called "prayer" a d  "church." This is God's cal1 to us to expenence God in the 

midst of ourselves. 

In tracing the scriptural notion of individual conversion, Robb points out that there are 

different Ievels of conversion noted in both the Old and New Testaments. He writes that: 

There are significant differences between the cal1 experiences of Abraham 
and Moses and the covenant experiences o f  each of them at a later date. in 



both cases there is an initia1 conversion which is a prerequisite for and the 
beginning of a second conversion later sealed in convenant. 

Robb sees the initial conversion experience as a cal1 "to a radical niming toward a new 

way of living and being. It is an invitation to "corne and see." 86 Jesus' earliest call to the 

disciples was of this order and as Robb notes Peter's commission to feed lambs and sheep 

was a far cry fiom being called "fishers of men." 

For Robb, Peter's later cal1 was a second conversion and the "cornerstone of Peter's 

mature faith, hope, and love, the source of his apostolic mission." '' Robb considers this 

second conversion as primarily an affective conversion involving feelings, emotions, and a 

change of heart: 

After waiking around this interior kingdom of affections, we find that a 
transformation of feelings makes possible a real transformation of self. 
Without such a transformation of feelings, a so-called transformation of self 
is just a behavioral change; it will not last. '' 

This is of major importance in understanding second conversion. No longer will living by 

the Iaw, (behavioral modification), give certitude and cornfort. Second conversion demands 

a journey into the unknown self and the unknown God. 

This conversion of which Robb writes includes a process which moves one from an 

initial cal1 experience to a deeper experience of covenant. Whereas the initial call of 

conversion may lead one into the Christian life or church, the "second conversion" demands 

a new understanding of sin, forgiveness, and law, and leads to a deep covenantal relationship 

with God. This second conversion is often ushered in by the experience of emptiness, 

darkness, or dryness. What seemed to have worked and been satisfying is no longer so. Robb 

is witing for: 

those who rnay be experiencing in themselves and their lives the confusions 
which are a part of this second conversion. AAer many years of prayer and 
faithfiil service, why should strong doubts arise, intense passions flarne, 
meaning and truths grow staie, questions abound, and new kinds of 
darkness and sterility touch hem deeply? The love of God which once 
sustained and motivated now seems elusive and illusory.. . Darkness 
replaces Iight and depression becomes a familiar, though unwelcome, 
cornpanion. Life becomes a desert.. . 89 



For those who consider conversion to be a one-tirne, completed event, the "second 

conversion" of which Robb speaks is a radical idea and may be met with fear and resistance. 

Robb w m s  that when people who consider themselves "converted" encounter this profound 

experience of desert, it can be overlooked as a cal1 to conversion. 

Although not using the language of cal2 and covenant, Jones too, writes of a "second 

conversion." For him, the classical threefold path of purgation, illumination, and union, 

means that each path is a conversion. In this model, the "second conversion" occurs within 

the path of illumination. In both Robb and Jones, sirniladies exist around the idea of this 

second conversion. For Jones, the second conversion is centered on "a crisis of betrayal." 9' 

Using the experience of the apostles, Jones explains that ". . .the coming passion of Jesus was 

the crisis that occasioned the second conversion of the apostles. The first crisis was one of 

rneaning. The second was one of meaning betrayed." Like Robb, Jones sees the second 

conversion as a desert. This is a place that is vcry different from the first conversion. which. 

even though a place of purgation, still, is "full of light and inspired devotion." 93 For both 

authors, the first conversion is represented by the invitation from Jesus to "corne and see." 

First conversion is marked by hope, joy, and enthusiasm. As in the story of the apostles, the 

first conversion fiequently gives one a sense of direction. purpose and meaning in life. But, 

as Jones points out, "It is easy to follow Iesus while al1 is going well; but when he sets his 

face steadfastly towards Jenisalem, the disciples are gripped by fear and they al1 abandon 

him." " Jones sees this experience as the place of second conversion for the followers of 

Jesus. In this place of deep encounter, fdse images of self and God are shattered. Illusions 

of certitude and success are replaced by the often stark realities of doubt and failure. Yet. it 

is only through this deep, interior journey of conversion that a deep and intimate knowledge 

of self and God appears. 

Jones suggests that this second conversion is of most interest to the believers of today 

because "ody a glirnpse is given of the third conversion, and they would like to get beyond 

the regressive, infantile, and often repeated cycle of the fir~t.'"~ Here, Jones offers a cntical 

eye to the "strong evangelical tradition" that tends to preach O* the fust c o n v e r s i ~ n . ~ ~  He 



warns against the cycle of repeated first conversions which people attempt in their hunger for 

God: 

ALI goes well until the Yellow Brick Road turns into the Via Dolorosa (the 
Way of Sorrow). The newly converted are suddenIy threatened with 
betrayal. Like Peter, they are being sifted as wheat. They sense that 
something temble is going to happen; and it is at this point that new 
disciples have a wild longing to go back to the beginning again, to the fmt 
encounter with Jesus. '' 

Jones cautions that this behavior is basically a refusal to grow, and leads to the use of 

Jesus and religion as a "fix." He speaks against those who would demean the Gospel by 

claiming Chnstianity as an easy way: " 'Accept Jesus Christ as Lord and everythmg will be 

al1 right' is a cmel half-tnith." 98 On the basis of this tvpe of gospel, the "feel good" 

experience becomes normative, and one's spiritual life remains superficial. Jones asks: 

Do 1 worship God or do 1 worship rny idea of God? If 1 am to avoid a 
narcotic approach to religion that forces me to stagger Frorn experience to 
experience hoping for bigger and better things, 1 must know what 1 believe 
apart frorn the nice or nasty feelings that may or may not accompany such a 
belief. The second conversion has to do with learning to cope and flourish 
when the w m  feelings, consolations, and props that accorripany the first 
conversion are withdrawn. . . . In psychological terms, the ego has to break; 
and this breaking is like our entering into a great darkness. Without such a 
stmggle and affiiction, there can be no movement in love. V9 

Jones is confident in the power of Jesus to heal, renew, and transform hearts, but he 

hastens to add that the Christian story of conversion requires a joumey into the desert. 

Robb, also is responding to the need for an understanding of conversion beyond the initial 

"call" expenence: 

Because of undue stress on mystical expenences and a desire for 
instantaneous change, we cm often lose sight of the very human 
dimensions of conversion- that Jesus was led into the desert to be tempted 
immediately after the confming experience of Baptism, that Paul spent 
years in the Arabian desert afier his experience at Darnascus. Even 
nemendous experiences of God do not exempt a person from entering his 
or her own desert and wandering in it for yem.'w 

For rnany "first conversion was considered as cornplete and total; ail it needed was M e r  

growth and development and faithful perseverance." Io' Robb vn-ites for people who, in 

undergohg the desert terrain of their joumey, need to find meaning and hope. These people 

are being called into a deeper (covenant) experience of faith and love. 



Both Jones and Robb agee that the second conversion can corne as a shock and an 

unwelcome experience to faithful believers who have already traveled a long time in their 

spiritual quests. Resistance, tears, confusion, doubts, anger, depression, shame, and grief are 

al1 cornrnon to the experience of second conversion. Because one no longer "feels3 God's 

presence, there is a painful sense of Ioss of God, which at its deepest moments is often 

experienced as abandonment by God. In describing the difficulties encountered by those 

faced with second conversion, Robb wntes: 

To begin a journey into an unfarniliar, haunting land is Frightening, but not 
to know whether we wiil find life or death, blessing or curse, at the end c m  
be terrifying. To enter the journey with al1 its uncertainties provides the 
possibility of finding life and life in abundance. Not to begin the joumey, 
but to harden and steel oneself against it, is already death.I0? 

Jones uses the titles "Falling Apart" and "Letting Go" to introduce his sections descnbing 

second conversion. He speaks of this conversion as ofken starting with diffcult life 

experiences, such as those through which we "fa11 flat on our faces7' or "commit some very 

palpable fault." 'O3 As in the gospel story of Peter's triple denial of Jesus, the entry into 

second conversion is often heralded by a shocking tmth about self. Like Peter, we are 

suddenly faced with self-knowledge that defies our previous sense of cornpetence and 

confidence. For Jones, illumination occurred when Jesus m e d  and looked at Peter: 

Imagine what the impact of that look had on Peter. In the eyes of Jesus 
there was light. One glance brought Peter's whole life into question. Light 
brings tears. The look of Jesus gave Peter "an experiential knowledge of 
his poverty". . .This Iook of Jesus cuts at the root of self-love-particularly 
at that form of self-love which darkens and perverts our sense of judgment 
and twists our perception. Iw 

For Robb, the "transformation of self begins with a confrontation of myself in 

s infulne~s."~~~ Like Peter, one is confionted with the reality of one's limitations and 

brokemess, and with the reality of the love and mercy of Jesus. For conversion to O UT, 

both these reafities must be upheld. (italics mine) For, it is not solely in Peter's awareness of 

his denial of Jesus that conversion is bom, but in his seeing himself in light of Jesus' great 

love. Peter is transformed by this meeting between the depths of his fear and the fearless love 



in the eyes of Jesus. To separate knowledge of self from the love of Jesus is dangerous. 

Jones wams the reader that: 

knowledge without love can lead to despair ... From the believer's point of 
view, al1 our knowing has to be set in the context of grace and hope. Our 
knowledge is never fuII  and final, and we may thank God for that.lo6 

This intersection between self-knowledge and the love of God is crucial. Peter is at this 

intersection. He now knows something shocking about himself, but even more shocking than 

his self-knowledge is this new knowledge of the depth of Jesus' love for him. There is no 

judgment in this moment, only great love. It is to this great love that Peter responds. 

For Robb, "the arena of this deeper conversion is the human heart." ' O 7  He reminds us of 

how Jesus spoke about the "Kingdom within," and of how Jesus was "the master of the 

movements, the freedoms and unfieedorns, of heart and spirit." 'O8 Conversion of heart 

requires a willingness to go within and examine this inner world. As with Peter. life presents 

us with the raw material for such a journey. We do not have to manufacture circumstances 

that will demand this of us. As Robb notes, this kind of conversion does not cd1 us "to tum 

away from life but to enter more hlly and deeply into our own hurnanity with al1 its 

ambiguities." 'O9 

Thus, expenences of failure, of increasing age and hstration, of dreams 
unrealized, ideals gone stale, of separation, divorce, loss of job, sickness, 
and the like are often the catalysts which lead us into and are a significant 
part of conversion experiences. These experiences put us in touch with 
limitation, with poverty of spirit, with the possibIe idols we have created in 
OUT lives.' 'O 

In particular, it is through our relationships that we are often called by God to undergo the 

path to conversion through self-knowledge. In the context of reiationships, we are prone to 

engage our own woundedness and that of others. As Jones writes: "One of the hardest 

transitions to make in the life of faith is that from loving someone for our own sake and 

loving someone for his or her ~ w n . " ' ~ '  Whereas, initial conversion can often be likened to 

"fdling in love" with its focus somewhat individualistic and private, second conversion 

moves one into the sphere of others. As Jones points out, "the newly converted often attach 

their egos to the new experiences of self-knowledge and self-acceptance that an encounter 



with the transcendent brings."'" In second conversion, the depth of self-knowledge defies 

ego identification and, as with Peter, moves one deeper into community and compassion for 

self and others. Robb writes that "as the awareness of persona1 misery reaches its deepest 

point. it is transformed into compassion: the individual realizes his communion with his 

larger self, the mass of humanity." Reflecting back on Peter's first invitation from Jesus 

to "corne and see," one can glimpse the transformation leading up to the later invitation by 

Jesus to "go and tell." Robb quotes Thomas Merton to help visualize this transformation as 

moving from "the false self of egocentric desires" to the "hue self in God." '14 

Second conversion is not an end in itself. Jones writes of a third conversion. For Jones it 

is called union. Jones writes of the third conversion as entering "more deeply into the life of 

contemplation - that life uncluttered and fiee from preoccupations and preconceptions.. . 

receptive and available in love to whatever life has to offer." "' For the apostles, Jones has 

their third convenioi! occurring around the crisis of absence: "Finally, in mature faith. the 

believers have to do without the direct presence of Christ and learn to live in 

the stretching, dernanding expenence of Christ's liidden yet pervasive presence through the 

gift of the Holy Spirit." I l 6  

Robb, while not referring to a third conversion, writes of "the progress of the soul as 

passage through three levels of tnith.. .the truth of self, the truth of others, and the tnith of 

God."' '' The third level, the tmth of God, is described by Rob b as " . . . the soul is illumined 

with the truth of God. Expenential knowledge of God bnngs peace, joy, and ineffable 

consolation. At this third level of tnith, Jesus of Nazareth is recognized as Lord, and 

individuals realize the mission of Jesus which they are called to ~hare.""~ 

In speaking of levels of conversion, Jones hastens to advise against the use of such levels 

as a yardstick. He writes of the distortion that results fiom rnisuse of these levels: 

Followhg Christ then becomes a work that is never fmished, rather than a 
life that is never ending. The Christian life becomes burdensome and 
exhausting. The simple way of following Chnst easily becomes overlaid 
and embellished with degrees, gradations, and steps. The way to God 
degenerates into a stmggie up a ladder or progress by degrees. At each 
nage of the way we stop to take our spirituai temperature. Il9 



The joumey of conversion is experienced as a process in which there are spiritual births. 

deaths and resurrections. As Jones reminds us: ". . . there are Bethlehems, times of growing 

up, wildemess, and bursts of compassionate activity. There are also Good Fridays and Easter 

Days." *'O The Christian tradition provides a number of paths, well-trodden, and trustworthy, 

to assist one on the joumey. These paths are a gift of direction, wisdom and comfort for the 

traveller. They are not meant to be rigorously applied for measurement of progress. On this 

point, it is worth knowing that the conversion process in not a linear one. Reflection on one's 

experience will ofien identi@ moments of purgation, illumination, and union occurring 

within the sarne expenence. To look again at Peter's expericnce of deniai, one could say that 

Peter was purged of his faise self-image, illuminated in the look From Jesus, and united at a 

deeper level with Jesus. These stages are neither esoteric nor irrelevant. They are 

experienced in the flesh and blood details of our lives. The intimacy of this moment between 

Peter and lesus is profound. It is a moment of nakedness, of stark realizations. of fear, and of 

love without judgment, conditions, or blarne. Peter has experienced what Jones calls "the 

shock of Christianity.""' 

Jones offers his appreciation for knowing about these different stages of conversion: 

If more of us knew about these three stages we might Save ounelves a great 
deal of needless pain and anxiety and thus use our energy for the real work 
of sou1 rnaking. It might help to know that, when things are hard and we 
feel abandoned, we are going through a well-documented process and 
traveling a path that many have covered before us. Soul rnaking has its 
solitary side, but it is not a totrilly solitary thing. We stand in a great 
tradition. We have companions. The testimony of the survivors of spiritual 
conflict are there to assure us that there is glory through struggle; and this 
gives hope to those who are waiting in the dark. .. ..'= 

It is no accident that Jones associates the words of "desert way of spintuality" with the 

title of his book Soul Making. Jones writes of the desert as significant as a place 

". . . especially chosen by God as the focus of bis revelation.. . the desert of the spirit: a place 

of silence, waiting, and temptation.. . a place of revelation, conversion, and transformation." 

l 3  The desert metaphor is powerful and telling, but like Jones, it is not my intention to 

idedize it: "The desert has its share of the mad and int~lerable.""~ It should never be 

regarded as an end in itself. Still, its power as a metaphor for the journey toward self and 



God is invaluable. In speaking of the cornplexity of the desert experience, Jones offers a 

m e r  cautionary note: "The question for the desert believer is how to tell the tmth in faith 

so that what we are and what we present is both genuinely hopehl and uncomprornisingly 

realistic." For Robb, the desert aspect of self, often experienced as confusion, doubt, 

darkness, sterility, and depression, cornes in second conversion. Robb writes of this 

experience as beginning a jouniey into "an unfarniliar, haunting land." 

In reflecting on the suffering and dificulties that are part of the joumey, Jones tells a 

story: 

A young pupil who yeamed for enlightenrnent went to a wise man for 
advice and counsel. The guru, without a word, led the disciple to the river 
and held the young man's head under the water. When the pupil began to 
struggle for air, the oId man held his head under with al1 the strength he 
could muster. At last the younger man, with a tremendous surge of energy, 
broke away from the otd man's grip and came up out of the water with an 
enonnous and hungry gasp. The old man looked at  him and said: "Don't 
corne to me to ask about enlightenment until you want it as much as you 
wanted that lunghl of air." Enlightenment is not a mere intellectual affair. 
It is a matter of life and death. 12' 

Waking up involves a deep suffenng of the soul. The soul-sickness to which Jones refers 

brings with it rnuch pain and yet, paradoxically, pain and suffering also mark the way into 

healing. Tradition tells us. there are some things we can only leam through suffering. And 

while suffering is often the catalyst for change, it must never be sought out as an end in itself. 

As noted earlier, matten to do with spintual pursuit can become egocentric and escapist. 

Jones warns that "those who are unwilling to stop the world, or who wish to remain in a 

snipor of half-sleep, ofien get hold of sacred ideas and think that they are techniques for 

getting what they ~ a n t . " ' ~ ~  As illustrated in the story above, the joumey to self-knowledge 

and God-knowledge will expose and challenge inauthentic motivations and impulses, and 

this is always an occasion of suffering. 

One of the ways this suf3ering occurs is in attempts to live up to extemally applied ideds, 

ideas, and belief systems. Jones captures this notion in a radical question: what happens 

when one who is Christian is asked what they would do if they had to choose between Jesus 

Christ and the Tmth? 

There are easy ways to slip out h m  underneath this question, "Since Christ 
is the Truth, 1 don? see any conflict." But the way of believing that 1 



espouse would always choose the Tmth (even if one's perception of it 
turned out to be wrong) and allow the false object of faith to dissolve. 1 do 
not pretend that this is easy; but I can bear witness to the fact that when I 
have made the choice, a fiesh and living "Christ" appears. Thsre is an 
epiphany. '19 

Jones poses this question to illustrate that conversion will raise hard questions and one 

will be called to exacting choices. The depth of this encounter with self will precipitate a 

struggle between "being" and "believing." Deeply entrenched beliefs will face off with new 

expenences of being. Illusions will be shattered. One will engage anew the question of 

Jesus: "Who do you say 1 am?" The persona1 nature of this question will no longer allow one 

to answer on the b a i s  of rnemorized script or scnpture. One will be challenged to respond 

with the words: "Isuy... ." Such a response is possible only fiom profound appropriation of 

what one previously encountered as belief. In the desert way of which Jones writes: 

"believing is closely related to being and to our refusal to be. Tears flow when we begin to 

realize just how deep that terrible refusal goes." 

In Robb's writing, one also reads of the suffenng intrinsic to finding the authentic self. He 

sets this thought in the context of earlier spiritual writing that used a variety of images of 

conversion: "St. Paul speaks about the "old man" and the "new man," those who are bom of 

flesh and those bom of spirit, those who are immature and those who are rnat~re."'~' Other 

images such as "heart of stone" changing to "heart of flesh" aiso point to the personal, 

interior, experiential essence of conversion. Robb uses the image of death of the old self and 

birth of the new. He writes of conversion as "not an attempt to live up to ideals which may 

inspire us, but a search for the treasure that is hidden in our very selves." 13' In large 

measure, it is an intenor joumey, not an extenor one. Robb writes of the unique "image" or 

"word" of God which we are: 

Each person is a unique "word" of God, called by the Word to become an 
adopted son or daughter of God. lust as there was a Peter in Simon and 
Paul in Saul, so each individual's true name, image, word is hidden in the 
spirit to be revealed and expressed. '" 

This belief cornes fiom the story of creation in which we were made in the "image and 

likeness of God." According to the development of this thought, there is also a "fdlen" or 

false, defaced self which we m u t  encounter dong the way. Ushg words of Thomas Merton, 



Robb writes of the search for this deeply hidden, inner self. Merton considers this self as "as 

secret as God.. .it evades every concept that tries to seize hold of it."'" It c m o t  be 

rnanipulated or bullied into visibility. Merton is not implying that the spiritual quest is 

useless or irrelevant. He is advising that the imer self, like God, is beyond our attempts to 

control. Even our spiritual practice will be subject to this limitation: 

ALI that we can do with any spiritual discipline is produce within ourselves 
something of the silence, the humiIity, the detachment, the purity of heart 
and the indifference which are required if the inner self is to make some 
shy, unpredictable manifestation of its presence. 13' 

One must adopt the stance of "waiting" that is inherent in what Merton writes, and this 

stance often flies in the face of our impatience for results. From this perspective, one is 

called to awareness of motivations and the inclination to make even spiritual discipline 

"outcorne focused." Silence, humility, detachment, purity of heart, and indifference are al1 

radically new concepts in an activity-driven mindset. 

While holding the caution against using spiritual disciplines as techniques for 

"advancement," it is obviously through the practice o f  such disciplines that one can express 

one's desire for deeper relationship with God. Hence, prayer, meditation. worship, 

sacrarnents, etc. may become the context in which one's experience is grounded. But even 

sincerely practiced spiritual disciplines will be sources, not only for illumination and union, 

but also for purgation. As Robb notes, even people with years of faithfd service in prayer 

and ministry are suddenly faced with the desert expenence. For these people, the very prayer 

had previcusly been sustainhg now becomes empty, dry, and a source of desolation. 

There is no escape into the consoling venues of spiritual practice. Instead, spiritual practice 

now becomes part of the suffering encountered on the way to conversion of believing into 

being. In the deep experiences explored by Jones and Robb, suffering itself becomes the 

ground of conversion. 



Chapter 5 

CREATIVE WRITING 

If we would learn about love and the making of the sou1 we have to enter 
the world of myth, metaphor, and image. We have to be content with hints 
and gestures toward meaning. We have to surrender Our desue to control 
reality by maIysis and system building ... We have to corne out from behind 
the protective carapace provided by analysis and system and expose 
ouselves to the elernent~.'~~ 



Conversion And Reaction To Conversion 

My own "reaction to conversion" came in the fom of panic 

attacks. This was my "Damascus," the place where I was 

knocked off my horse, and brought to my knees. 1 could no 

longer proceed with life as 1 knew it, though 1 tried for a while. 



THE BLESSED YlRGIlVlMARY 

The fmst ffamiy cnsis 1 can remember was when my oldest sister, Mary, aiready with child. 
announced her maniage. We were gathered around the kitchen table saying the evening 
Rosary and outside through the window we could see my sister's fiancé working on his car. 
My mother was in great distress because he was Protestant. A different Litany was heard that 
day, a Litany of protest against the Protestant. 

'' How can this mamage work? Here you are on your knees 
and he has his head buried in a car engine? M a t  kind of life 
will that be?" 

Mary married the Protestant. He signed the necessary papers required to guarantee that the 
children would be Catholic. My parents did not attend the wedding. The child came, a boy, 
followed over time by four more boys. The Protestant provided a good home for their sons 
and during one time of transition also provided home for d l  of us. The years passed. Doubt 
was transformed into t m t .  He becarne a solid son-in-law, as well as friend to my parents. 
Many times while Mary was at Mass, he worked on his car. Today, after forty-odd years of 
mamage and parenthood, Mary and Harold, retired themselves. visit my parents in the 
Nursing Home. 



THE CRISIS REWSITED 

T... L ~ e l l ~ ~ - f i v t  -hi y z m  hier 1 faceil th2 decision to mariy à Jivorcerl Proicstanl. in Lhz pusl- 
Vatican II years, what Protestantism seemed to have lost as an issue, divorce had inhented. 
Even divorced Catholics were not invited into the full Sacramental life of their church. My 
mother's hand-wringing found a place in me as 1 agonized over the issue of divorce, and the 
option of either marrying outside my church, or asking my partner to have his mariage 
annulled. 1 did an academic study on divorce and annulment to explore the teaching of Jesus 
on the subject. Was the church's stance on annulment just the RC version of divorce? nie 
result of my search: inconclusive. 1 knew that 1 could not marry in my own church because 
of the divorced statu of rny partner. He was a Protestant, his ex-wife was RC, and they had 
been married in the RC church. This meant that their marriage would have to be annulled 
before he could marry me in my church. Emotionally, 1 panicked. 1 took an extended 
vacation, during which 1 intended to make a decision about marrying this man or not. I had 
my first panic attack the night I retmed fiom that vacation, without a decision. 

From this distance. the whole question around religion now seems to have senied the purpose 
of keeping me from myself. I could use the question of divorce to decide about sornething 
much more person al.... whether or not I wanted to marry this man. 1 had such little authentic 
self to approach this problem fiom. 1 had to start somewhere. Maybe it had to be with the 
church, since the church formed so much of who 1 believed 1 was. A huge part of my identity 
was built around my RC life and I could approach this dilemma fiom my stance as a 
Catholic. 1 find it s c q  to think that this approach held a way in and a way out for me.. .a 
way into deciding about mariage and a way out of marriage if 1 chose to blarne it on religion. 
Somewhere, buried alive, underneath al1 that religious quest was a person in trouble.. .a 

person whose heart was hidden behind religious roles and d e s . .  . a person in panic. 



I have felt my Aloneness and faced its lack of Purpose. 
L have quesuoned Me's meaning and been "touched" by its reality. 

When 1 could find no relief anywhere, when no one or no thing could give me peace, 
I prayed to God for understanding, strength and mercy. 

1 sought purpose in my suffering and asked God to be there on the other end. 
At times feeling that 1 would never survive the fear and emptiness.. . . . . . 

there was nothing I could do to fix it and 1 believed that 1 was indeed going mad. 

My fear had no rationale, no basis. 
It would appear unannounced, it would leave silently. 

But while it raged, 1 was its victim. 
It stripped me of al1 my defenses 

and lefi me to Feel ail the ugliness and horror of life. 

The Evening News becarne a statement of "hell-on-earth". . .. 
Half the world's population was starving to death.. . . 

the camera was merciless in its raw exposure of children dying of malnutrition. 
Suddenly Bosnia was closer and more real, the geographical distance removed by the "on the 

scene" reporting. 
Somewhere, a man had gone crazy and shot his family and then himself. 

The relentless parade of horror assailed my soul. 1 could not take refuge in the 'Good 
News' ... God's presence in this world was challenpd at every turn.. .l was not ready to see 

the face of God in the face of this starving child and 1 could not retreat to rny arsenal of 
Rationale and Logic. 

Like the silent slamrning of a door, my fear would leave, making an exit by its abrupt 
departure. Now you feel it, Now you don't. Where did it come fiom? Where did it go? When 

will it come again? 



Insomnia came to visit in the middle of the night 
demanding some decisions on wrong and right. 

Unannounced and uninvited, it decided to stay. 
1 could fmd no answers, so I began to pray 

for knowledge and strength to go the right way. 

Tossing and tuming, fear starts to creep 
Insomnia has rneaning . . . not just lack of sleep. 

My body is tired, my spirit is weak. 
Rest eludes me, escape looks bleak. 

1 find no answers, the questions are vague. 
Insomnia keeps watch, Sleep is afraid. 

For now, there is no winner, no daim to higher ground. 
Daylight ends the match. Tonight. another round. 



PO T-L, UCK SUPPER 

I brought a large casserole of guilt, arranged on a bed of despair; some disgust sautéed in 
cynicism; a bottle of vintage fear, best served in a bucket of denial: a loaf of  hate, thinly 
sliced to go around; for decor, a tablecloth of darkness. 

You brought a fondue of love for ai1 to dip in; a candle of peace to eat by; napkins of 
forgiveness to cleanse with: spices of faith for seasoning; and afier-dimer mints ofjoy . 



"Yet no matter how deeply I go down into rnyself 
my God is dark, and like a webbing made 

of a hundred roots, that drink in ~ilence.""~ 

Webster: root.. . "the part of a plant, usually below the ground. that lacks nodes. shoots, and 
leaves, holds the plant in position, draws water and nourishment from the soil. and stores 
food.. ." A fitting metaphor for self-reflection. 

At different times in my life 1 have felt 'oroot-bound." There is a way in which the roots that 
feed, water. and nourish. can remain unnarned, unclaimed, and unsaluted. Part of the stmggle 
of living is to create a big-enough pot ... one that can hold enough soil to give the roots 
adequate bedding. Roots can sabotage growth if not attended to. Roots can reach up and 
strangle. Root-Rot is a reai danger. Re-potting is a survival task at tirnes. 

Roots are so powerful that even when a shoot is taken from Ihe plant, as long as it is watered, 
it will develop its own roots. Some shoots can be stuck in new soil nght away. skipping the 
root-formhg stage. 

In times of frustration. stress, anxiety and distress, I have expenenced root-bound. Ofien in 
those times 1 have needed to listen to the cal1 to go underground and examine my roots. In 
ancient soil I've toiIed and tilled. 



THE TOWER OF BABEL 

As a child, 1 was nick-named "AM Sullivan" d e r  sorne older woman in the community who 
was renowned for her talking. This was neither a complimentary title nor an affectionate one. 
1 remember once, rushing home to the dinner table and announcing that my fnend Ellen had 
said that her mother had a baby in her stomach. In my world, there was no possible way that 
this could be and 1 expected everyone to join me in the enjoyment of such a ridiculous idea. 
My incredible news was met with embmassed silence. My wonderhl joke had fallen flat. In 
hindsight. they obviously knew something that 1 did not. My speech was confounded. 1 was 
confounded. 

My "gift of tongue" was a sore spot on rny family's hide. Nobody was safe. My gift was a 
curse to rny brothers, whose hidden deeds were revealed to our parents as pay-back when 
they didn't include me in their fun. I seemed to have a knack for mentioning the 
mentionable. 1 was regularly scomed for my verbosity. The sound of "Am Sullivan'' was 
a munie that insured temporary silence. 

Somewhere benveen the Tower of Babel and the Gifi of Tangues, 1 reside. 

1 am calmed and soothed by the sound of a babbling brook. It is not important to understand 
what the brook is sayinp. The sound itself is enough. Meandering water is going 
somewhere. It has a direction. It is not stagnant. Its gentle motion through the earth tells a 
story for those with ears to hem. 



Purgation 

"1 pray to God to rid me of God. The hiphest and lofiirst thing that one can 
let go of is to let go of God for the sake of  GO^."'^^ 



FORMANZ) SUBSTANCE 

A significant part of my experience occurred around two words: form and substance. 
What I came to see, over tirne, was that the form of my religion (church) was in the way of 
my finding the substance (GocUJesus). In church I becarne increasingly aware of how 1 
longed to be connected, to be in touch with that :O which the ritual was painting, and yet, 1 
was also aware that the ritual itself was somehow blocking the way, or at best limiting the 
view. The distractions of a crowded church, the necessary attention to the proper protocol of 
the ritual. even the celehrant seerned to be d l  part of my growing dissatirfaction. 

There is a saying (for which 1 apologetically cannot recall authorship): "Eficiency kills 
intimacy." The eficiency of church was suddenly in the way of my experience of intimacy 
with God. There was no space there for me and my experience. No room for emotions, 
feelings, thoughts. Frequently 1 felt little more than a spectator, even though 1 was an active 
participant in the rituals. 1 didn't know until very recently that this was al1 part of my cal1 to 
intimacy with self and God. Martin Israel writes: 

[t is sad that even the trappings of  religion and other allegedly spiritual 
agencies frequendy are used to escape from the deep encounter with the self 
that is the essential prerequisite of the spirituai life. The first step in the 
authentically spiritual way is a joumey into the wildernes~.'~~ 

What 1 was undergoing was the beginning of a long struggle in which it would become 
necessary for me to abstain from church. 1 was entenng a time of chaos in which the winds 
of doubts, beliefs, tmths, and lies swirled around me. Jones writes: "To bring believing and 
being together can be a painhl and tearful p r ~ c e s s . " ' ~  1 did not have the consolation of these 
words until much later in my joumey, but in retrospect 1 can attest to their mith. The pain of 
increasing distance fiom a church that gave me a large portion of my identity proved to be 
gut wrenching at times. As Mary Collins writes: "Hard questions about a Church we are 
cornmitted to and unflattering presentations of the Christian tradition, which gives us the only 
hope we have for salvation and reconciliation, are not easy to entertain at any time." '41 

But there is no escape. Integration of being and believing demands a certain intense 
relationship with one's church, and one's God. Jones, speaking of how when we forget our 
dignity (our tme worth), we forget the source of that worth, goes on to larnent that: 
"Ironically. one of the ways by which we are encouraged to forget our me worth and are 
seduced into irying to build up our own "dignity" is in the practice of religion."'" 

From my Roman Catholic upbnnging 1 knew about Jesus and his crucifixion. The message 
was "Jesus died for yoy" a message 1 accepted on faith. But how corne such a mith did not 
cause me to feel loved? Nor did 1 feel gratitude. 1 had no feeling level of comection with 
this man or his story, unless you count guilt. M e r  all, it was for my sins that he had died. 
As a child, 1 wasn't sure exactly what the relationship was between my grocery list of sins 
and such a stiff penalty, but 1 figured that someone smarter /older than me knew. 1 had a 



cognitive hith - my brain followed the story and suggested to me what the appropriate 
responses should be and 1 did my best to 'feel' those appropriate emotions. As an adult, 1 
recall going to Confession and afterwards talking to myself about my lack of rernorse. I knew 
that this rituai was empty for me; the formula wasn't working. 1 was following the steps and 
not getting the "right answer." Like the story of the little child afraid of the dark, telling its 
parent that it needed a "God with flesh on it," 1 too, wanted a God that I couid "feel." 1 could 
no longer be satisfied with religious practice that reassured me with d o p a s  and doctrines of 
a loving God who forgave me, and yet did not enflesh these words with a lived. "felt" 
experience of either sin or love. I was not seeking a "feel good" experience. 1 was seeking to 
"feel" and "experience." 1 wanted my faith (cognitive) to reach d o m  deep into my senses. to 
wake me up, to resurrect my dead body, my dead feelings, so that I would know, at that 
incontestable level of knowing, that 1 was loved by this God, that this God existed and cared, 
that this story of my life as a Christian was me. This was my cal1 to the desert, to the journey 
within, to strike out (somewhat on rny own) to search for God. In Robb's frame, this 
experience would belong to the realm of second conversion and covenant. To Say that I 
was/arn alone or on my own is far fiom the complrte tnith. though. at one level it is precisely 
m e .  And it needs to be so. 



THE DE2 TH OF GOD 

Only within the past few years have 1 been growing in consciousness around my own 
discornfort with patriarchal structures, attitudes, etc. Bit by bit, 1 have also gained some 
knowledge around women's issues and concems. Over time I found the non-inclusive 
language used in Mass to be wounding. And yet, 1 didn't have a new language. 1 had 
become sensitized to the male language for God and didn't have suitable words to Say 
instead. 1 became increasingly aware of the maleness of my God and just how much Father 
God was ingrained in me. I found myself backed into a confusing corner. While this 
growing discontent with a male God was present, 1 also was not comforted by imagining a 
female God. My corner became so tight that 1 noticed one day that the word "God" itself was 
in my way because it is a masculine word. Presumably, the ferninine word would be 
"Goddess," but this did little for me. Beauty seemed to be the only quality connoted by the 
word "Goddess." Certainly, god and goddess were not interchangeable words for the deity 1 
had grown up with. For me, the demythologizing of God meant that I found myself going 
deeper into the desert. 1 was undergoing major loss of God-language, and at a deeper level. 
major loss of God. 



THE DEA TH OF COD 

Flesh of my flesh. Bone of my bone. 

The depth of this pain. The size of the lie. 

To tamper with one line in this creation story 

would be to bring the whole house down. 

Theological Dominos. 

If 1 edit your prayer, do 1 edit you? 

How do 1 hopscotch around the male-language words? 

To use the term "non-inclusive" is to sofien the truth of its synonym "exclusive". 

Now even our God is politically correct. 

To take an ancient rituai and change the language. 

is to put Band-Aids on a wounded body. 

To try and make inclusive 

that which has been boni out of exclusivity 

is to settle for counterfeit liturgy. 

Whatever being bom again means, 

it does not mean we got it right the first time. 



WHO DO YOUSAYIAM? 

1 used to think that, as a Catholic, 1 had a good idea about who Jesus was. Historically, he 
was a Jewish male, boni alrnost 2000 years ago, who becarne posthumously, the central 
figure in a new religion narned after him. Being instmcted in the Roman Catholic religion. I 
was indoctrinated in the beliefs about Jesus expressed in the Apostles' Creed: 

I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of hemen and earth. 

1 believe in Jesw Christ, his oniy Son, orrr Lord 

He w m  conceived by the power of the Ho& Spirit 

and born of the Virgin MW. He suffered under Pontius Pilate, 

was crucified, died, and was buried He descended to the dead 

On the third day, he rose again. He arcended into hemen, and 

is seated at the righr hand of the Father. 

He rvill corne again to judge the living and the dead. 

! believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, 

the communion of Saints, the forgiveness of sins, 

the resurrecrion of the bot+, and the life everlarting. 

There it was. neatly packaged! How many tirnes 1 have recited this creed. 1 don't recall 
feeling particularly cornforted by those words, but 1 alsol (until fairly recently). don't recall 
being discomfited by them. 

It was a wonderhl state of innocence.. .unawareness.. . unconsciousness! The Creed provided 
a statement of d o p a  that allowed me to take refuge in its certitude and its promise. The 
only "1" statement contained in the whole creed is the "1 believe." Yet, the saying of this 
creed declares me as a believer of what is expressed in it. Clearly, the focus is extemal. 
outside of self. on a God. a Jesus, and Holy Spirit, who, in Trinitarian unity, have already 
worked this ail out! 1 just have to Say "1 believe." Dogma also informs me of my inheritance 
of original sin and why 1 need this salvation package. The only other option is to Say "I don't 
believe" and that pretty well secures a path to etemd damnation (hell). No pressure here! 1 
remember the day that I fmt  h e w  I had lost my Creed. I had been working on a class 
assignment entitled "Who 1s Jesus?" On that day, the reading of the Creed opened up a well 
of tears. 1 was surprised and confused by my response. 1 did not fblly understand it? but 1 
knew that something was forever changed and those words were no longer a reflection of 
what 1 believed. 

This reading of the creed was my experience of what Bishop Spong describes as the 
difficulty encountered when ". . . words prove to be no longer capable of leading us k t 0  the 
expenence of God toward which they originally p~inted ." '~~ This emotional response had a 
context in that it arose out of two signifiant experiences that had occurred and were still 
occurring in my life: Buddhism, and Feminist Theology. Earlier that year, I had been 



exposed to the writings of a Buddhist nun, Pema Chodron. I was intrigued by her teachings. 
Her first book, aptly titled The Wisdom of No Escape and the Path of Loving Kindness, 
grabbed me immediately. Here was someone writing about the opposite of what 1 believed. 
For instance, she starts her book by suggesting that: 

When people start to meditate or to work with any kind of spiritual 
discipline, they often think chat somehow they're going to irnprove, which 
is a sort of subtle aggression against who they really are. It's a bit like 
s3;,izg, "!f ! jog, !'!! ke r mwh h e ~ r  ?mm'' "If!  COL!^ on!y get z nicer 
house, I'd be a better person." "If 1 cou1d meditate and calm d o m .  I'd be a 
better person." . . ... But loving-kindness-mairri-toward oursehes doesn't 
mean getting rid of anything. Maitri rneans that we cm still be ctazy afier 
al1 these years. We can still be angry after a11 these years. We can still be 
timid or jealous or full of feelings of unworthiness. The point is not to try 
to change ourselves. Meditation pnctice isn't about trying to throw 
ourselves away and become something better. It's about befriending who 
we are already. The ground of practice is you or me or whoever we are 
right now, just as we are. '" 

The notion of change as an act of aggression toward the self was a radical concept for me. It 
flew in the face of most of my Christian orientation toward self as "simer" and "unworthy" 
and definitely in need of change. Befkiending myself in the way Pema suggested was a novel 
idea. The essence of her teaching is not that one won't change but rather it's in the approach 
to change. She emphasizes starting one's spiritual practice with a curiosity, a non- 
judgmental interest. in self. There isn't this overarching pressure of heaven or hell. It's al1 
about the process of noticing and letting go: 

Inquisitiveness or curiosity involves being gent le, precise, and 
open-actually being able to let go and open. Gentleness is a sense of 
goodheartedness toward ourselves. Precision is being able to see very 
clearly, not being afraid to see what's really there, just as a scientist in not 
a h i d  to look into the microscope. Openness is being able to let go and to 
open. ''5 

In Buddhism, the art of awareness is highly valued, and the process of meditation is the 
ground in which "waking up" or "enlightenment" is sought. The loving kindness toward self 
and whatever arises in meditation is a primary motif. There is no clinging to what surfaces. 
Neither positive nor negative emotions/thoughts are entertained. One simply notices and 
then lets go: 

Meditation is about seeing clearly the body that we have, the mind that we 
have, the domestic situation that we have, the job that we have, and the 
people who are in our Iives. It's about seeing how we react to al1 these 
things. ..itYs about not trying to make them go away, not trying to become 
better than we are, but just seeing clearly with precision and 
gentleness.. . our hangups, unfortunately or fortunately, contain our wealth. 
Our neurosis and our wisdom are made out of the same material. If you 
throw out your neurosis, you also throw out your ~isdorn. ' '~ 



The freedom which 1 experienced fiom Pema's writing was largely related to finding in it a 
way to view self as an interesting, curious array of "smelly, nch, fertile mess of 
stuff.. .humamess." 14' No judgment, no punishment, no penance, no fear of seeing self, and 
no need to hide. Thomas Moore writes of the problern of modem psychologies and therapies 
which "often contain an unspoken but clear salvational t ~ n e . " ' ~ ~  In Pema's book, I found 
none of that and something of what Moore desires in aspiring to "a humbler approach, one 
that is more accepting of human foibles, and indeed sees dignity and peace as emerging more 
fiom that acceptance than fiom any method transcending the human condition." '49 

When 1 discovered that Pema was the director of Gampo Abbey. (a Buddhist monastery for 
Western men and women,) I decided to go there to leam more about Buddhist rneditation. 
The abbey, located on Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, is at the end of a drive into the 
majestic beauty of the Cabot Trail. There, overlooking the cliffs of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, 
on an isolated corner of the Island, stands the Abbey. Entering this unknown space, 1 was 
aware of anticipation, anxiety, and excitement. A short orientation allayed some of the fear. 
Buddhist monks and n u s  who live there keep five monastic vows: not to lie. not to steal, not 
to engage in sexuai activity. not to take life, and not to use alcohol or drugs. These same 
vows are also kept by al1 retreatants during their stay at the abbey. 

Each retreatant is assigned to a meditation teacher. 1 was assigned to a nun narned Migme, 
who was a retired professor From the U. of A., and this common geography seemed really 
friendly at this time. Day by day, 1 entered the rhythm of the monastery: silence, rneditation. 
chanting, reading, chores, vegetuian meals, leisure. Day by day, 1 engaged my own 
primitive feus of practicing non-Christian meditation, prayer, and rinial. My Catholic 
upbnnging made such things taboo. 1 felt like I was "cheating" on Jesus, and 1 could not 
deny that 1 was finding something that 1 had not found in Christianity. Sitting in the 
meditation hall, 1 knew that I was in the realm of the sacred but 1 had no place inside me from 
which to grasp or understand my expenence. The experience of rneditation was deepening 
the fieedom I had gotten from Pema's writing. Here, while noticing what was occuning in 
my spirit, 1 was learning another way, in fact, a way of being. There was no action to take, 
no list of sins to be noted, no confession to make, no penance to do, no guilt to ferl. It  was as 
if sorneone fieed me fiom that whole way of practicing my religion and said "just sit here and 
be, and notice, and let go. That is dl you are called to now." Words such as surrender, 
acceptance, awareness, presence, al1 offer a measure of what the expenence held, but no 
words capture it fully. From this distance, and using the language of conversion, 1 c m  say 
that I was purged of some of my at tachent  to rny images of God, Jesus, self, and religion. 
For 1 knew with the certainty of experience that God was present in this place, and was not at 
al1 like the Christian God of my understanding. Hence, the eruption of emotion when 1 next 
said the words of the Creed, defining God. The "shock of Christianity" had broken through 
the certitude of my Creed. This Creed no longer told me who God was and who 1 was. 

Something of this expenence is found in Alan Jones' idea that "believing is never simply a 
matter of assent to a doctrine. In fact it is not primarily that."lsO Jones quotes Hany 



Williams: "A doctrine, to be fully appropnated, had to be knit to my persona1 identity. 1 saw 
that 1 could not truly Say '1 believe' unless it was another way of saying '1 am'." 15' 

Certainly, this was and is my expenence. At the abbey, 1 had a profound experience of "1 
am" and could no longer Say "1 believe." The God of this Creed was not the God of my 
experience. 

In a critical analysis of the Creed, Spong writes that: 

Ï n e  purpose of every wrinen creea hisroricaiiy was not to c i a r i ~  the trudi 
of God. It was, rather, to rule out some contending point of view. The 
adoption and expansion of these creeds took place in church councib amid 
raucous debates and poiitically motivated compromises.. . . . . .I believe that 
we Christians must inevitably tevisit Chalcedon and once again do the hard 
work of rethinking and redefming the Christ experience of our time and in 
words and concepts appropriate to our world. l S 2  

Spurred on by the quest for the full hurnanity of women, feminist theology is engaged in the 
rethinking and redefuiing of God and Christ. Saying "1 believe'' to a creed that defines God 
as male is a particular objection of feminist theology. In the Apostles creed, there is a 
theology of God and a theology of Christ. Both God and Christ are deemed male and as 
such, one can argue that there is also a theology of "maleness" inherent in this creed. As 
feminism asks: can we have a God who is male without also implying that the male is God? 

Reuther takes particular issue with how the historical maleness of Christ had been used to 
define the essential nature of Christ: 

ChristoIogy is the doctrine that should surn up our hopes for a redeemed 
hurnanity. In Christ one should see both a paradigm and an empowerment 
to create this redeemed hurnanity. Yet, ironically, Christology h a  become 
the doctrine of the Christian tradition rnost used against women. The 
maleness of Jesus is used to suggest that men alone c m  represent Christ in 
the priesthood. Women are redeemed by but, somehow, cannot image 
Christ. The historical accidents of Jesus' person - rnaleness, Jewishness, 
social class, - do not suggest that God is more incamate into these 
particularities than into others. lS3 

Mary Daly goes on to suggest that Christianity has been flawed by its fixation upon Jesus.'" 
and proposes that Christian idolatry conceming the person of Jesus is not likely to be 
overcome except through the revolution that is going on in women's consciousness. IS5 My 
personal experience of feminist theology led me to a consciousness that could no longer 
accept many of the church's beliefs and views. With Reuther, Daly, and Spong, 1 now can 
Say that I do not profess a creed that uses the male God, and the male Jesus as justification 
"for its rampant discrimination against women as the will of this patriarchai deity.'''s6 

Other issues are also addressed in reflecting on the question "Who do you Say I am?" 



Over a century ago, these words were written by Elizabeth Cady Stanton: 
Take the snake, the hit-tree and the woman fiorn the tableau, and we have 
no fali, nor frowning Judge, no Inferno, no everlasting punishment - hence 
no need of a savior. Thus the bottom falls out of the whole christian 
theology. ''' 

Certainly, the bottom falls out of falYredemption theology. Feminist writers challenge not 
just the gender issues around GodJesus, but also the very interpretation of who Jesus was. 
Was he a savior? As the quote above implies, falkedemption theology rests on the belief in 
original sin, judgment, punishment, and hence the need for a savior. It is a theology that 
impovenshes Jesus and us. As Spong suggests, "Not every image used to explain Jesus is 
worthy of ~urvival."'~' The challenge inside the question "Who do you Say 1 am?" takes one 
beyond the static definitions of doctrine and dogma. This question is an invitation to 
expenence Jesus in relationship and to find the God of our experience. It is a cal1 to 
intimacy, to friendship, to deep persona1 knowing. Along the way, many images of God and 
ready answee to the question will need to be let go. 

In my Buddhist experience, I also confionted my previous certitude that Christianity was 
somehow "The Way;" as in the only way, or the best way. Having such a powerful 
expenence of God though the medium of a foreign religion threw me into the chaos of 
having to reexamine ail such thinking contained in my belief system. God was present in that 
meditation hall. This 1 knew. It was not an easy thing to know. In a book entitled, One 
Christ-iMany Religions, Samartha speaks about the power of attac hment to religion: " . . . . it 
is mixed up with emotional and spirituai factors, dong with habits of thought, patterns of 
conduct, and a network of symbols and meanings that have a powemil hold on 1 
remember being consoled by these words. He gave me a cognitive frame for the emotional 
response 1 was having. 1 had not been aware of how attached 1 was to my religion as the way 
to God. In Samartha's words 1 also received validation of my experience as a cal1 to 
conversion. God was now somehow bigger than my religion. 1 could see the wisdom in 
Samartha's ciaim that "the frontier of religious pluralism may be more difficult to cross, but 
without doing so, the church might remain a rock in the world but cannot become the sait of 
the earth." 16* 



THE THREE FACES OF EVE 

Today, three women of different denominational backgrounds told their stories. Al1 were 
profound in their sharing. Ail had some similar threads around patriarchal issues and each 
story included a deeply personal process of consciousness, a time of awakening after which 
these women knew nothing would ever be the same again. Lest we think that Eve and the 
tree of knowledge was a one-time event. Consciousness has a way of shedding her old 
clothes and we stand naked, waiting. Someone tries to cover us with the cloak of inclusive 
language, but it has no warmth, for this is the chilling nakedness born of knowledge. 

One of the women, a Roman Catholic nun, spoke of the particular moment when she "felt in 
her gut" the patriarchal water that she knew she had been swirnming in al1 her life. Prior to 
this moment. she acknowledged a "head knowledge" of the issues of women in the church, 
but suddenly, it had become penonal and she knew and felt the temble tnith of it. Her 
church was built on the foundational dogma of a male god in heaven, with male stand-ins on 
earth, and with absolute rules of membership that forbade either a female god or a female 
stand- in. 

Like her, I too began to change when 1 began to feei. Intellectually, 1 had heard most of the 
feminist concern before, but somehow 1 could live with it. It didn't affect me. It didn't seem 
relevant. It certainly didn't seem penonal. And then, 1 woke up. 1 started to feel pain at 
Mass. 1 felt disconnected. The maleness becarne an obstacle. 1 could not talk to God about 
al1 this. after d l ,  he too was male. The maleness of Jesus suddenly becarne an issue. 
Nowhere to tum. Mary was not much help since she had said yes to this male god and 
produced a son for him. So, God was male, and the only way to this male god was through 
the male Jesus and this was most solemnly accomplished through the M a s o  celebrated 
through a male pnest. Writing about this expenence and the sense of loss that 
pervades this coming to consciousness, Charlotte Caron writes: 

. ..there is an immense grief in this pain, a loss of a place to pray, a loss of 
the ability to hear Scnpture in the same way, a loss of the abiIity to sing the 
old songs, a loss of that which once was near and dear and sustaining. 
Consciousness has a great price and we can not go home again once ow 
eyes have been opened. We can only go on and trust that the Spirit has led 
us to this new place for a reason. ''' 



"Spiritual jet lag " is a term borrowedfrorn Caron's book The r e m  was used by a wornan 
named Jarnie to refer 10 that time when "intellectually she had moved to new theological 

alternatives ... but the emotions could not move so fast, leaving her spirit bewildered and with 
an acute awareness that she had lost the s ~ o n g  faith of her past, without clarity in herfitwe 
direcrion. " 16' The following piece. titled as such, tells of one such time of grief in my O wn 
journey. It has been my experience thut indeed. my emotional response ofien cornes later 

than the intellectual shifing in theologies. 

SPIRITUAI, JET U G  

Lord Have Mercy, Lord Have Mercy. 
My heart is breaking . . .open.. . 

When 1 pray for you to open my heart, 
this is not what 1 meant, surely. 

Somewhere in my spint 1 am grieving 
and I don? even know why. 

1 sit and cry the tears of one at the grave 
but I don? know who died or why. 

It is doubly hard to go through grief 
not knowing, having no understanding 

or insight into why or when or even who. 

I try to guess . . . Is this my leaving the church? 
1s this my grief for my mother's death? 

It is the Mother's day week-end. 
I can't touch the reason for the emotion* 

1 have surprised even myself. 
1 am filled with such sadness and grief. 

Pie Jesu, Pie Jesu. The music swells in my head. 
1 can't get it to stop. My spirit is praying without the rest of me. 

How can I cornfort myself? 



LOSS OF INNOCENCE 

In the story of Adam and Eve, the pnce of consciousness is the loss of innocence. The 
knowledge o f  gond and evil is nnw a reality. 1 relate to this insofar as my experience of 
becoming conscious of myself as female brought with it the loss of security, cornfort. and 
belonging that 1 had previously gotten from church. 1 had been a child in church and now 1 
could no longer be so. Experiential knowledge of the sin of patnarchy demands a conscious 
response. Reuther writes: "When the word Father is taken literally to mean that God is male 
and not female, represented by males and not females, then the word becomes idolatr~us." '~~ 
My own sin of believing in a male God was conceived in innocence, but no longer was I able 
to cling to this sin, for to do so would be to deny the fùllness of God and self. This notion is 
explained by Reuther: 

The critical pruiciple of ferninist theology is the promotion of the full 
humanity of women. . . Jtherefore] whatever diminishes or denies the hl1 
humanity of women must be presumed not to reflect the divine or an 
authentic relation to the divine . . . The opposite is also me, in that. 
whatever does a f f m  the full humanity of women is of the H ~ i y . ' ~  

These are not easy words to work with. 1 had never previously thought of the church's 
treatment of women as a sin against humanity. Nor had I given much thought to idolatry. 

In feminist theology, 1 leamed of the history of women in Christianity. Constance Parvey 
writes of the tension that existed in the newly formed Christian church of the first century. 
This tension occurred because there were two realities inherited by this new church: the 
theology of equivalence in Chnst and the practice of women's subordination. She writes that 
the church handled this discrepancy by "maintainhg the status-quo on the social level (eg. 
subordination of women), and affirming the vision of equivalence on the spiritual level by 
projecting it as an otherworldly reality."'6s The radical breakthrough of Christ brought this 
discrepancy to a head; however, the church found a way to work around it. Today, we still 
have a RC church that would never deny the notion of equivaience in Christ, but it would 
deny that it is practicinh the subordination of women. Yet it continues to deny women access 
to the ordained ministry. I t  maintains the statu of women as sub-ordained, that is below 
ordination. How many ways can the church play with the word subordination before hearing 
it as sub-ordination? 



THE SONG OF SONGS 

"Oh, give me of the kisses of your mouth, 
For your love is more delightful than wine." 

THEY'VE TAKEN MY BODY AWA Y 

"1 am dark, but comely, 
O daughters of Jerusalem.. . 

My beloved to me is a bag of myrrh 
Lodged between my breasts." 

It is said that al1 women, like Eve, are temptress. 
It is said that al1 men, like Adam, are tempted. 

THEY'VE TAKEN MY BODY AWAY. 

"Your breasts are iike two fawns, 
Twins of a gazelle, 

Browsing among the lilies. 
"Every part of you is fair, my darling, 

There is no blemish in you." 

It  is said that sexual nature is the lower nature. 
It is written: "He may marry only a woman who is a virgin". 

It is written: "Do not corne near a woman during her 
period of uncleanness to uncover her nakedness". 

THEY'VE TAKEN MY BODY AWAY. 



"He is majestic as Lebanon, 
Stately as the cedars. 
His mouth is delicious 

And al1 of him is delightful. 
Such is my beloved, 
Such is my darling, 

Maidens of Jerusalem!" 

I t  is written: "When a man has an emission of semen, 
he shail bathe his whole body in water and remain unclean until evening." 

It is written: "And if a man has carnal relations with a 
woman. they shall bathe in water and remain unclean until evening. 

"Eat, lovers, and drink: 
Drink deep of love! 

Do not wake or rouse 
Love until it please!" 

THEY'VE TAKEN M Y  BODY AWAY. 



THIS IS M Y  BOD Y 

An interesting thing, My Body. 
It  scares me as much as it scares you. 

1 do attempt to control it. 
You know.. . .eat and drink moderately. 
Exercise it, beautify it, cover its fiaws. 

Too fat, too thin, too short, too tall. 

1 look out through it to see you 
and you look in through it to see me. 

1 have my space around it that you shouldn't touch, 
and if you touch me, 1 have categories to give that touch meaning. 

A warm hand-shake, a welcoming hug, a pat on the back. 
the kiss of Peace. 

Always wondering if your touch means something else. 
Always fearing that your touch means something else. 

For you are Adam and 1 am Eve. 



LITTLE DID SHE MVO W 

EVE: 

GOD: 

EVE: 

1 am Eve, the Female One 
I was bom in God's Image 
From God's desire for relationship. 

You are blessed. 
Create w t h  me. Embody me. 
Give birth to me. 
You are my body, you are my blood. 
There is no separation. 
In this Eden, with Adam, dance with me 
Around the tree of knowledge. 
Do not be afraid! 
Your eyes will open. Know me! 
Taste and See! It is Good! 

This 1s of God! 
Adam! Eat! 

Little did she know. 

My sou1 magnifies the Lord 
And my Spirit rejoices in God! 
Surely. From now on al1 generations 
will cal1 me blessed; for God is with me. 
Holy is God's name. 

Little did she know. 

What treachery is this? 
1 am blamed and shamed. 
They cal1 me evil. 

Knowledge - the sin without forgiveness. 
The sweet taste of the apple is reserved for men! 
Who is this God who sets the trap for his own crea t i~n?'~~ 

Little did she know! 



APPL E PIE 

Rita Gross says "feminisrn isn't about getting our cut of the pie. It's about creating a whole 
newldifferent pie."I6' Rosemary Radford Reuther's position on feminist theology also is 
firm in declaring that history not repeat itself by doing violence again. this time against 
males. "Both sides need to be transformed into a new whole." '68 

A new pie would be equally respecthl and inclusive of both genders. The 
"ethicai" or "liberation" perspective on feminist theology also believes in 
original harmony as a symbol of the authentic ground and potential of 
human Iife. But it takes more seriously the broken relations behveen self 
and body, self and others, self and nature, self and God. as creating not just 
false images, but also broken and distorted existence. It sees this 
brokemess as generating a massive histoncal counterreality, a system of 
evil relationships that divides al1 reality fkom its authentic potential. This 
corruption does not leave either side unconupred. One cannot imagine that 
maleness and fathering stand for falsehood, but fernaleness and motherhood 
stand for unbroken hmony;  that civilization st&s for corruption, but 
uncultivated nature stands for unbroken harmony; that reason is distorted, 
but sponmeous bodily appetites connect us with h m o n y  and g o o d n e ~ s . ' ~ ~  



Sacrarnents And RituaIs 

Chnstina Baldwin, in Life 'S Cornpanion: Journal Writing as a 

Spiritual Q u m ,  uses the word "commingling" to capture the 

notion of "what the sod is up to while we attend to daily 

living." She describes the spirituai journey as: "the soul's 

commingling with ordinary life. The easiest, most efficient and 

delightfbl way . . . to watch these levels of life cornmingle is to 

write d o m  the details and stones of your quest as  you go."''O 



IN THE BEGINNING 

The earliest memory 1 have of religion is learning the Baltimore catechism in preparation for 
Confilmation. Not that 1 understood much of what in fact was supposed to be happening. It 
L iiau J jomèiiiing to do witli reacling ilil a p  of r a son  and k i n g  przsented beforc: Lhe Bishop to 

fieely choose the faith into which I had been entered as a baby. According to church tradition 
this readiness to rat@ the Faith occurs at age 7. 1 remember the grave1 roads being swept 
with straw brooms and red carpet being laid for the Bishop. 1 remember a few of the 
memorized questions that were part of the likely ones the Bishop might ask each candidate: 

"Who made you? God made me. 
Why did God make you? Cod made me to know, love, and serve God in 

this world and to be with God in the next. 
Who is God? God is dl-  knowing, all-powerful, dl-loving.. ." 

The endless list of God's attributes escapes me now. 1 remember the slap on the cheek that 
\vas part of the ceremony. In more recent years. 1 hear that the slap has been changed now to 
a Fnendlier contact between Bishop and candidate. I remember the liberation of being able to 
choose another narne for myself, a forever-after middle-name. 1 chose 'Louise' and to this 
day I'm not sure why, except that perhaps it was out of admiration for the looks of an older 
cornrnunity member by that name. In any case, it occurs to me now, that it was not out of 
subscnption to some oficially-sainted person, although this woman may have struck me as 
such. 

1 remember a lot of fearful anticipation before and during the ceremony. Deep within me the 
strict memorization of the catechism questions implied that one might not remember the 
answers and somehow "fail". Back then, Confirmation did not have the flavor of 
Bill Cosby or Art Linkletter expectantly awaiting the wonder of a child's response. In the 
teaching of dogma there is no room for spontaneity and thus, by insinuation, there are 
definitely wrong answers to "Who is God?". 

Oddly enough, 1 have found myself hanging on to these statements of faith many times since 
1 first favorably recited them to the Bishop. As I've aged, they have remained ageless. In 
times of uncertainty, complexity, and disbelief, they have invited certainty. simplicity. and 
faith. 



THE S A C M E N T  OF THE SICK 

My fiend was in the final days of a long journey through cancerous terrain. Unable to hold 
solid foods in her stomach for weeks now, she was sustained from the intravenous route. 

This morning our visit was interrupted by the &val of a pastoral worker who brought Holy 
Communion. We received together as we had done so many times along the way. Within 
minutes, she was retching over the emesis basin. Her stomach rejected even this tiny sacred 
wafer that held the central mystery of her faith. 1 carried the basin into the bathroom to empty 
it and noticed the broken, undigested host. 1 froze, and for an instant, I straddled seemingly 
unrelated redities. I had been schooled in the sacred essence of the Bread, the Real Presence 
of Christ in the consecrated bread and wine. The ingestion of this consecrated bread provided 
a physical CO-mingling of Christ's body and my body. It was not merely a ritual with 
sacramental endorsement. How could I flush it down the toilet? My mind raced with stories 
of 'dropped hosts' in which the crumbs were reverently recovered and eaten. Nothing had 
prepared me for this moment. F o m  and Substance brcame separated. Evly fnend was too sick 
to receive the Sacrament of the Sick. 



THE HEALING RITUAL 

Like a High-Priestess adoming the altar, she prepares the bed-side table and places the 
dressing tray upon it. Her carefd hand-washing is reminiscent of the sacramental act that 
precedes the touching of the Bread. The patient is in the posture of receptivity. The 
instruments are at hand. the tray in readiness. and the salted water is poured. The wound is 
laid bare, its drainage a testirnony. A sterile dressing towel (not unlike an dtar  cloth) is 
draped around the wound, designating the sacred space upon which the ntual will take place. 
The anointirig begins. The saline-soaked gauze is applied to the wound; each stroke a 
cleansing, washing away the debris. Like tear-soaked tissues. the gauze holds the story of the 
wound. Not a new story, but an ancient one. This is my Body, Broken. This is my Blood. 
Shed. 



LOVE BEYOND THE GRAVE 

Now we see darkly, as in o rnirror; 
then we shall see face ta face. 

My howledge is imperlecl now; 
then / sholl knoiv men as I am knnwn. 

On the feast of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, my mother died. This was no mere 
coincidence, given her devotion to Mary, and given that it was none other than the picture of 
the Immaculate Heart of Mary to which she said her Rosary each day for many years. Our 
family home had long ago been "consecrated", a ritual blessing that was popular in those 
days. There was a framed 'certificate-looking' paper that hung above the doorway as part of 
the process of consecration, and this picnire was of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. In most recent 
times, this image symbolized Jesus' love over the family. In my parents' bedroom hung the 
picnire of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. Dating fiom the Middle Ages, devotion to the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus was followed in the 17" century by permission for a feast of the Pure 
Heart of Mary and in 1944 the feast was instituted in the Western Church. 

Shortly after my mother's dcath, 1 noticed her present in unexpected moments and in a very 
unexpected way. It was as if she was watching my life and seeing what it is 1 do and who I 
am. 1 found myself silently introducing her to my &end one day at lunch. 1 felt her travel 
with me to some of my home nursing visits. My only way to communkate to anyone else 
what was happening was to Say that it was as if, in death, she was seeing me in a way that she 
had not seen me in life. 1 felt her appreciation and acceptance of me. 1 felt visible to her. It 
was as if suddenly she was able to enter my world and see me in it. Finally, we were separate. 
This experience was not a one-sided event in that 1 also began to see things about her which 1 
was not able to see during her earthly life. She became somehow separate and more visible to 
me too. 1 suddenly had a better view of her than previously. An analogy comes to mind in the 
view fiom a mountain top; when one is climbing the mountain, the view is limited, but at the 
top one sees things that one did not/could not see on the way up. 1 wondered if the passage 
fiom I Corinthians 13 was speaking of this reality. It is the great treatise on Love and it seems 
to me that breaking the veil of life by dying allows one to see differently, with more cl&ty. 
as inferred in the lines ". . . but when what is perfect comes, then what is partial will 
disappear. When 1 was a child, rny speech, feelings, and thinking were al1 those of a child; 
now that 1 am a woman, 1 have no more use for childish ways. What we see now is like the 
dim image in a rnirmr; then we shall see face to face." 



ABBA FA THER 

i never undentood why the sight of his bent back 
in the communion line brought me to tears. 

1 just know that it did. Each time was the first time. 

1 know that he is a good man. And I am a good woman. 
We've never shared our goodness. 

Like so much covered treasure. 
it rests between us, buried in time. 

1 am more Iike hirn than he knows 
And he is more like me than 1 know. 

But something is not reconciled between us. 
Love unspoken begs to be bom. 

He was a man of few words. 
The strong, silent type. 

But his presence told a tale. 

1 knew his love for me 
but never felt it. 

1 knew my love for him 
but never felt it. 

Knowledge of food doesn't stop the hunger. 
Knowledge of love is not love. 



MR. FIX-IT 

It is supper time at the Nursing Home and 1 am trying to feed my father. He is increasingly 
more difficult to feed these days. He has some good days (we call hem) when he eats 
ravenously and some bad days when it is a complete stmggle to get him to open his mouth 
and take food at dl. Today is a bad day. 1 am unable to get him to wake up and open his 
mouth. 1 call his narne. I cajole. 1 play his music. I tease his lips with the tastes and his nose 
with the smells. No response. 1 feel hopeless and helpless. Frorn down the hall cornes the 
demented bellows of a wornan.. . "Jeeez-us, Jeeez-us, leeez-us" . . . Her neighbor across the 
hall, also dernented, picks up the chorus and joins in with his own strains of. . . "Jeez-us, Jeez- 
us, Jeeez-us". 1 wonder if they are praying or swearing. They have left the place where such 
distinction matters. 1 look at the holy pictures on the walls of my father's room: Jesus on one 
wall. Mary on the other. 1 think of what a sad situation this is and how these people are 
spending the final days of their lives. This world, my world has corne to this. 1 feel the 
absence of any help and 1 feel angry that God is not helping me by getting Dad to open his 
mouth and eat. 1 don? want a God who is so absent. 1 want a God who will help me. Where 
is God in this moment? 1 feel despair. God is not here. My cries for help are unheard. 1 am 
defeated. My father will not eat tonight. 

This experience had a profound impact on me. 1 no longer could think of God as being there 
if 1 needed help. 1 had had an experience of the absence of God. 1 no longer could make 
sense of my belief that God was always there and answered prayers and cared. 

When the next night came, my father was alen and hungry and rny brother and I had the 
experience of feeding him, and he kissed me good-by and said "1 love you too" in response to 
my "1 love you, Dad," 1 could not thank God for this. 1 did not want a God who was there one 
night and not the next. 1 did not want a God who showed up with blessings/gifts whenever it 
suited him. Now you see God, now you don't. This God was not the kind of fiend I wanted 
to be around. 

Oddly enough, there was a certain freedorn in this experience. 1 no longer had the sense that 
if something good happened 1 should thank God or think of it as Grace. That ceased to be 
true because of my experience of ';no God". I reasoned that if God was not there in the 
painful t h e ,  then God was not there in the good time, for 1 knew that God would not be a 
God of such fickleness. 



This experience was followed by a week of what 1 would have previously called "graced 
moments." I had a sense of well-being and things went right wherever 1 m e d .  1 noticed and 
looked on with interest, but 1 did not thank God. 

Slowly and gently, 1 came to think that God was answering my prayer in that room. 1 was 
praying for my father to be helped and God saw that it was I who needed help. 1 needed help 
to stop using God as a "Mr. Fix-It". My father had always been a "Mr. Fix-It" kind of man 
and deep within me this translated into who or what God would be like. 1 was accustomed to 
easily finding God in the good, and denying God in the bad. This was a known way for me, 
and suddenly 1 had encountered the unknown. God had declared Godself and shattered my 
denial and illusions. 



With the world as her stage 
the opening act of pre-dam 

announces herself. 

She is not quite dark 
and she is not quite light. 

1 sit front-row 
softly rocking, 

my hands wanned 
by the break-fast tea cup. 

The world is not yet awake. 

Houselights are down, 
Flickering candles cast shadows 

that dance with her. 

She knows she is terminal. 
Soon Ml light will erase her 
the curtain of day will rise. 

1 wait with her, 
1 light incense. 

For now, she is present and knows 
this power she holds- 
the death of night and 

the birth of day . 



SILENCE 

My thoughts go to the silence in Jesus and 1 see that he knew that we would not "get him" 
and what he was about. He knew the pointlessness of talking. Silence was the better option 

and much more effective than words. 
There cornes a time when the spoken word falls short and it is here that the unspoken speaks 

loudest. 
Silence cannot be silenced. Even in death. silence lives. 

Silence is not just the absence of sound. It is a presence unto itself. 
Silence has a message. 

Unlike the gooey substance of words, silence will not allow its listener the respite of geRing 
stuck in its argument. 

If it is struck, silence turns the other cheek. 
Silence invites the stniggle with the angel, the demand to be blessed by God. 

Silence is the language of the Holy. 
It is well-spoken by few and understood by few. 

Silent Night, Holy Night. 
Al1 is calm. Al1 is bright. 



Tears. . .the original language. 
Bef~re ! rodd spezk, h r e  w e o  tem. 

Before 1 could process my pain 
and categonze it and name my need, 

there were tears. 

When babies speak, mothers delight! 
At last, 1'11 know what my child wants 

or needs. No more guessing. 
Kungry? Wet? Teething? 

1'11 know. 

Stop your crying! Don't cry. 
Only babies cry. Dry those tean. 

Wipe that nose. 

Be assertive! Name your needs! 
Don't cry. Only wirnps cry. 

Crying doesn't help. 

Tears are appropriate. . . 
at weddings, at fimerais. 

Tears.. .the original language. 
Before 1 could speak, there were tears. 

The tears corne. They 're the language. 
They know. 



PRA E R  

The question of prayer is not so much one of belief in God, as it is one of arriving at a place 
where one is a believer. Much of the battle around prayer is centered around the debate of 
the existence of God. At the outset, prayer is most likely to be thrust upon one as something 
that should be done. This is the traditional perspective of most religions and much parenting. 
At this level, to a great degree, prayer is done without the engagement of the self. Prayer at 
this level is most likely that of a child or that of the student of rigid discipline. 

With experience comes the knowledge that praying has less to do with God and more to do 
with me. Does God need me to pruy? 1 doubt it. Do I need to pray? Sometimes yes, but this 
is again prayer based on need. Need chains both God and self. Need defines prayer and 
dictates what God's response should be. Praying for needs and needing to pray are not the 
same thing. 

This isn't even about the question of faith, or belief in God. It is much more persona1 than 
that. It is the question of self. Once 1 am fiee to pray or not pray (that is to say, when I know 
something of the love of God), then 1 discover a place of choice within me. Out of this place 
comes a fiee response. Either 1 pray or don? pray. That is the gift of God, the fieedom of 
God, the so-cailed fiee will of humans. Only in the presence of this fieedom. can 1 choose. It 
is not a choice really. It is a response to the presence of unconditional love. That is what 
prayer is. That is what love is. That is what life is . . . 
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