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C O N V E R S I O N  

By P E T E R  M c V E R R Y  

C 
ONVERSION is not  so m u c h  an  event  as a process.  No 

doubt  there are some very  significant events which occur  
within this process,  of  which the most  m e m o r a b l e  m a y  

well be for some an  initial b r eak - th rough  f rom unbel ie f  to 
belief, or f rom ' conven t iona l '  bel ief  to commi t t ed  bel ief  or some 
similar  experience.  In  this article I a m  t ry ing to describe,  f rom m y  
own exper ience  and  that  of  others,  a par t icu lar  segment  of  this 
convers ion process which we m a y  call, for wan t  of  a be t ter  phrase,  a 
conversion to justice. For  some this m a y  be exper ienced as an event ,  

pe rhaps  a very  p ro t rac ted  event;  for others it m a y  be a gradual  
process with no par t icular ly  m e m o r a b l e  event  associated with it. In  
both  cases, however ,  I a m  aware  that  someth ing  significant has 
changed in myself;  that  an irreversible process has occurred,  and  
that  the world will neve r  a p p e a r  the same again.  

I believe that  We are all called to this convers ion  today  with an 

u rgency  that  matches  the p reach ing  of  Jesus :  ' T h e  t ime has come 
and  the k ingdom of  G o d  is close at hand .  R e p e n t  and  believe the 
good news '  ( M k  1, /5) .  T h e  quest ions or doubts  that  initiate this 
convers ion are pe rhaps  similar  to the following: how can a brit ish 
P r ime  Minis te r  wage  a war ,  at eno rm ous  expense in lives and  
money ,  for some eighteen hund red  people  l iving on the other  side of  
the world,  while mill ions at h o m e  can find no relief f rom her  in their  
pover ty?  H o w  can the same Pr ime  Min is te r  suppor t  a Min i s t e r  who 
presides over  policies which openly  espouse increasing economic  
inequal i ty  in society, bu t  feels obliged to occasion the res ignat ion of  
an  adul terous  Min is te r  who cannot  decide w h o m  to live with? H o w  
can a Pres ident  comm i t  h imsel f  to a bu i ld-up  of  nuclear  a rms  while 
fervent ly  suppor t ing  compulso ry  prayers  in public schools? H o w  can 
a Chr is t ian  spend  £20,000 on a car  or  £1,000 on a fur coat while 
others are short  of  necessities? H o w  can I . . .  ? T h e  reader  can  
supply  his own less ex t reme  examples .  I think that  for those to w h o m  

the above  or s imilar  quest ions are not  a nagg ing  d i l e m m a  the rest of  
this article will make  little sense. 

T o  ana lyze  this convers ion  event  or process,  we migh t  look at 
Luke ' s  account  of  the convers ion of Peter:  
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Now he was standing one day by the Lake of  Gennesaret,  with the 
crowd pressing round him listening to the word of God, when he 
caught sight of two boats close to the bank. The fishermen had gone 
out of  them and were washing their nets. He  got into one of the 
boats - -  it was Simon's  - -  and asked him to put out a little from 
the shore. Then  he sat down and taught the crowds from the 
boat. 

When he had finished speaking he said to Simon, 'Put  out into 
deep wate~r and pay out your nets for a catch'.  'Master ' ,  Simon 
replied, 'we worked hard all night long and caught nothing, but if 
you say so, I will pay out the nets' .  And when they had done this 
they netted such a huge number  of fish that their nets began to tear, 
so they signalled to their companions in the other boat to come and 
help them; when these came, they filled the two boats to sinking 
point. 

W h e n  Simon Peter saw this, he fell at the knees of  Jesus saying, 
'Leave me, Lord, I am a sinful man ' .  For he and all his companions 
were completely overcome by the catch they had made; so also were 
James  and John,  sons of Zebedee, who were Simon's  partners. But 
Jesus said to Simon, 'Do not be afraid; from now on it is men you 
will catch'.  Then,  bringing their boats back to land, they left 

• everything and followed him (Lk 5,1-11). 

I n  this a c c o u n t  o f  P e t e r ' s  conver s ion ,  L u k e  presents  the  three  
crucial  e lements  invo lved  in a n y  convers ion .  Pe te r  is c o n f r o n t e d  
wi th  a new experience (a mi r acu lous ,  or  at  least e x t r a o r d i n a r y  ca tch  o f  
fish) wh ich  reveals to him a reality of  which ,  up  to tha t  t ime he  was  
u n a w a r e .  T h a t  ne w  real i ty  led to a r ecogn i t ion  tha t  he was  a s inner :  
' L e a v e  me,  Lo rd ,  for  I a m  a sinful m a n ' ;  and  this a c k n o w l e d g m e n t  
of  his s infulness was  the p r e c ond i t i on  for a fo l lowing o f  J e s u s  tha t  

wou ld  radically alter his life: ' t h e y  left e v e r y t h i n g  and  fol lowed h i m ' .  
T h u s  the three  cent ra l  e lements  in the process  o f  conve r s ion  are  
clear ly ou t l ined:  a ne w  exper ience  which  we could  call ' c o n v e r s i o n  of  
the fee t ' ;  a new  w a y  o f  seeing th ings  o r  ' c o n v e r s i o n  of  the h e a d ' ;  a 
radica l  c h a n g e  in life or  ' c o n v e r s i o n  o f  the h e a r t ' .  W e  can  use these 
three  e lements  in the conve r s ion  process  to descr ibe  the conve r s ion  

to jus t ice  tha t  we are  cons ide r ing  here .  T h e  first e l emen t  we look at 
is the cent ra l  p ivot :  conve r s ion  of  the head .  

Conversion of the head 
C o n v e r s i o n  of  the  h e a d  essent ial ly  signifies c o m i n g  to see the 

wor ld  in a new  way.  T o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  this m e a n s  for ou r  p u r p o s e  

here  let us take as ou r  s ta r t ing  po in t  a passage  in Gaudium et spes: 
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The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of 
this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these 
too are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of 
Christ. 

In other  words,  we look at the suffering of the major i ty  of  mankind  
and ask why? We are called to analysis. Such an analysis is not the 
same as proving  a geometrical  proposit ion.  T h e r e  are m an y  
conflicting analyses presented  for the suffering of others. For  
example,  some would see the root cause of the hunger  of  the 
majori ty of mank ind  in the populat ion explosion; others in the lack 
of wealth available to our  world at this point  in history; others in the 
exploitation of some by others. These  analyses conflict because they 
depend on the ideological presupposi t ions that  we br ing to that 
a n a l y s i s -  and for most  of us, comfortable,  middle-class, first- 
world citizens, our  ideological presuppost ions tend to suppor t  the 
status quo. Thus  our  analysis is often one that does not br ing us into 
conflict with the structures of our  world or society. O u r  ideology 
is a world-view, which is perhaps not ar t iculated but  present  
nevertheless, and indeed even more  dangerous  when it is not 

ar t iculated or when we are not aware of it. This  ideology makes 
sense of  and holds together  the vast complex of  individual 
experiences that we have accumula ted  and which, in the absence of 
a world-view, would overwhelm us by their  complexi ty  and chaos. 
For  most of  us life has been good. We  have a s tandard  of living, 
which if not luxurious,  is nonetheless comfortable;  we have sufficient 
opportuni t ies  for personal  development ,  educationally,  culturally,  
socially; and we have the power  to control  much  in our  own lives. 
Hence  an analysis that  indicts our  economic,  political and social 
structures,  and that  therefore threatens our  security within those 
structures,  is not  an easy option for us. 

The  key e lement  in this conversion of the head,  it seems to me,  is 
the recognit ion of structural  sin. T h a t  is to say, the recognit ion that 
much  of the pain a n d  suffering that others have to endure  is caused 
by the way the world has been ordered  by those who benefit  f rom 
that par t icular  order ing.  For  example,  a family, M r  and Mrs  Smith 
and their  child, are living in a leaking, rat-infested t enement  flat 
with no sanitation facilities. Why?  You are led to examine the 
housing policy of the local authori ty;  that  housing policy is in large 
part  de te rmined  by the central  government  who allocate finance to 
housing according to a h ierarchy of priorities. Al though there may  
well be personal ,  individual  sin at places along the line (corrupt ion,  
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over-pricing of  building materials,  land speculation, poor  quali ty 
materials,  etc.), the ul t imate cause of the lack of suitable 

accommodat ion  for M r  and Mrs  Smith does not depend on the 
malevolent decision of any person or group of persons who wish them 
to remain  there. Indeed  we would be horrif ied at, and rightly 
condemn,  anyone  who insisted that they should remain  there. Yet 
they do remain  there,  because their  housing needs have a lower 
priori ty for those who make the decisions in our  society, and with the 
consent  of our  society, than  other  needs, as for example  the 
modern iza t ion  of Bri tain 's  nuclear  fleet at a cost of thousands of 
millions of pounds.  T h e  situation was revealed in all its nakedness at 
the t ime of the Falklands war: while thousands of low-paid workers 
in the public service were striking for higher  pay which the 
Gove r nme n t  insisted was not available, that same G o v e r n m e n t  
could suddenly find £1,000,000,000 which had not been budgeted  
for, to fight a war  in the South Atlantic. I f  the need is sufficiently 
urgent ,  the money  can be found.  

Alternat ively take the example of JosS and his family: they owned 
a small plot of land and grew their basic food needs. But their 
country  was a poor  one, and in order  to earn  foreign cur rency  to 
improve that count ry ' s  s tandard of living, olos6's land and that of all 
his neighbours  was bought ,  at a good price, by a mult inat ional  
company,  which, using modern  methods and machinery,  was able to 
produce far more  food for export  than JosS and his friends could ever 
do. The  mone y  Jos~ received kept him and his family for quite a 
while, but  eventual ly it ran out and now they are living in a shanty 
town on the outskirts of the capital city and scouring the local 
rubbish dum p  for their food. Nobody  wished Joss  to end up 
there - -  nei ther  the directors of the mult inat ional  company ,  nor  its 
executive managers ,  nor  its shareholders and certainly not those 
who bought  its products .  Yet the cumulat ive effect of the actions of 
all those thousands of people resulted in Joss  being there. His 
suffering, like that of M r  and Mrs  Smith,  is no less painful because it 
is not the result of any individual malevolent  decision; indeed, it 
would be far bet ter  if it were, because it would be so much  easier to 
rectify. 

So the way in which our  society works is such that it damages  
some people - -  indeed the majori ty  of our  world. We would never  

dream of doing such damage  to people face to face; we would never  
compel M r  and Mrs  Smith to live in such conditions or Joss  to live 
on a rubbish dump.  Yet such is the consequence of the accumulated  
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decisions of good people like ourselves.  We are involved.  W e  m a y  be 
shareholders  in that  mul t ina t iona l  c o m p a n y  or a consumer  of its 
products  - -  and  without  shareholders  and  consumers  the c o m p a n y  
would not exist. W e  elected those in local and  central  g o v e r n m e n t  
and  we accepted the b road  outline of  the policies they proposed.  We  
par t ic ipate  in those s t ructures  and therefore we are accomplices  in 
the d a m a g e  they cause. 

T h e  convers ion of the head  requires that  we come to see the root 
cause of the pa in  and  suffering of others in the way  in which we have  
organized  our  s t ructures  and  to see our  par t ic ipat ion  in them.  T h u s  
the concern  for others takes on a political d imension.  The re  are 
m a n y  obstacles to this convers ion of the head:  

(a) First, there are u n e x a m i n e d  ideological presupposi t ions .  
Mos t  of  the readers  of this article, like the writer,  enjoy a relat ively 

comfor tab le  posi t ion in our  society, and  so our  ideology or world-  

view tends to be suppor t ive  of  those structures.  Unde r ly ing  this 
world-view are cer tain assumpt ions  and values that  m a y  well be 
unexamined .  These  u n e x a m i n e d  assumpt ions  and values express 
themselves  in our  prejudices and  biases that  we m a y  well be 
unaware  o f - - b u t  which others see more  clearly! T h u s  we m a y  
believe that  we have  reached our  present  posit ions th rough  hard  
work  and  i n t e l l i g e n c e -  and  that  the poor  are where  they are 
th rough  laziness or apa thy ,  a prejudice that  one sees often in state- 
ments  of Conserva t ive  politicians. O r  we m a y  believe that  there are 
no poor  in I re land  or England  today,  a bel ief  which convenient ly  
abolishes the th rea tened  sense of discomfort .  O r  we m a y  believe that  
economics  is a neut ra l  science, and  that  its funct ioning is not  
dependen t  on mora l  decisions, a cul-de-sac that  the complexi ty  of  
m o d e r n  life encourages  us to enter.  O u r  ideology and  its h idden 
assumpt ions  and  values are revealed,  not by what  we think or say we 
think, but  by  how we act and  react  when  faced with situations. Thus  
we all consider  ourselves to be sinners, but  when  we read  of the latest 
horrific cr ime our  indignant  condemna t ion  m a y  well reveal  the 
Pharisee h idden in us: ' I  thank  thee Lord  that  I am not like this tax- 
collector he re '  (Lk 18,11). 

These  u n e x a m i n e d  assumpt ions  and values tend to suppor t  an 
analysis which does not call into quest ion the s t ructures  on which we 
depend  for our  status and  posit ion in life. W e  can only quest ion 
those s t ructures  if we are secure enough  to be able to disengage 
ourselves f rom the prevai l ing system. In  other  words,  the spiri tual 
quest ion arises: in what  do we find our  security? W h e r e  do our  
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dependences  lie? T o  many ,  the thought  of life without  a car is a 
nightmare.  For  others the possibility of  a significant reduct ion in 
their s tandard  of living, or of a change in the type of work they do, or 
the clientele for whom they do it, or a change in their position in life 
with its status and opportunit ies ,  is a source of dread.  For  example,  
a great deal of the dis turbance and hurt  in the lives of religious 
persons, including vowed religious and priests, which the changes of 
today 's  world br ing about ,  has more  to do with their  chosen or 
inheri ted dependences  than with their  theology. Th e  set of  symbols,  
systems and structures which guide, enclose and protect  their  lives 
are taken away or, at least, shaken. Similarily, the resistance to the 
call to make just ice a central  thrust  of our  christian commi tmen t  has, 
I suggest, much  more  to do with the fear that our  dependences  will 
be disturbed.  T h e  demand  for a clearer theological link between 
faith and justice, as a precondi t ion for a commi tmen t  to the justice 
issue, ma y  often be a cover-up.  Again, in religious orders,  the 
resistance which is often encounte red  to any fundamenta l  
reappraisal  of apostolates betrays the same insecurity.  Yet is not  this 
to be confronted  with my idols, the gods in whom I am at rest? We 
are called to find our  security in the Lord  and not  in what  he has 
created and given to us. H o w  m a n y  of us live in the security that 
'ne i ther  life nor  death,  no angel, no prince,  nothing that exists, 
nothing still to come, not any power,  or height or depth,  nor  any 
created thing, can ever come between us and the love of G o d  made  
visible in Christ  Jesus  our  Lord '  ( R o m  8,38-39)? To  find our  
security in the Lord  and not  in any created thing requires 
psychologically secure people. Only  then can we really accept that 
we do not have here  a lasting city, and that dissatisfaction with the 
status quo is a characteristic that is eminent ly  suitable for the 
Christ ian.  

M y  ideological assumptions and values m ay  prevent  me from 
accepting the structural  causes of the sufferings of others and of my  
part icipation in them. Thus  my idols are revealed. But  even if we do 
surmount  this hurdle,  we may  still ask: in our  part icipation,  are we 
really sinners? Are not these structures,  dreadful  though they be, an 
unfor tunate ,  undesi red  actuality to which it is inappropr ia te  to give 
the te rm sin? T o  answer that  question, we must  first ask one more:  
what  is it that  God  wants? Is it the salvation of M r  and Mrs  Smith 's  
souls? Is it Jos~'s  acceptance of his lot in life in re turn  for a heavenly 
reward? And  so we call into quest ion our  whole idea of God.  A God  
who is more  concerned about  our  l ife-after-death than  about  ou r  life 



S I N  A N D  C O N V E R S I O N  181 

here-and-now,  who is more  concerned about  our  souls than our  
bodies; a God  who values our  acceptance of the way things are 
(more  commonly  called acceptance of his will) ra ther  than our  
struggle to change the way things are; a God  who (from our  
viewpoint)  loves all equally,  rich and poor,  oppressor  and 
oppressed - -  such a God  does not seem to me to be the G o d  the 
bible talks about.  Besides the little created idols in whom we find our  
rest, we may  well be worshipping a big idol, created by  our  own 
ideology, which we call God.  T h e  God  of the bible, is he not the G o d  
who heard  the groanings of the children of Israel when they were in 
slavery in Egypt  and rescued them (Exod 6,4-7)? Is he not  the God  

w h o  rescues the oppressed (Ps 35)? Is he not the God  who through 
the prophets  denounced  the injustices of his own chosen people (Isai 
41,17)? Is he not the God  who will judge  the oppressor  (Ps 94)? Is he 
not the God  who sent Jesus  to bring the good news to the poor  
(Lk 4,18) as is magnif icent ly summar ized  in the beat i tudes (Lk 
6,20-26)? The  pain and the suffering of others, caused by the 
structures of our  world and society, are not the will of  the G o d  of the 
bible; he passionately wishes them to be removed.  Such pain and 
suffering are t ruly called sin, in the sense of being against the will of 
God.  And our  part icipat ion in them makes us t ruly sinners. If  our  
solidarity with the h u m a n  race makes us guilty (in any meaningful  
sense) of original sin, then our  solidarity with those groups in our  
world and society that create and mainta in  the structures which 
oppress others makes us just  as surely guilty of  the sin which is the 
suffering of others. So we are sinners, t rapped  in our  sinfulness, 
needing to cry out daily to the Lord  to save us f rom our  sin. O u r  
prayer  is always the p rayer  of  the tax-collector: 'Lord ,  be merciful  to 
me a sinner '  (Lk 18,13). 

(b) A second obstacle to conversion of  the head is ou r  isolation 
from the suffering of  others. O u r  ideological resistance to an analysis 
that threatens our  position in society is suppor ted  by our  isolation 
from those who suffer f rom that position. O u r  cities are carefully 
constructed so that the middle-class are often insulated from local 
author i ty  housing estates where the major i ty  of the poor  or 
unemployed  live. O u r  friends belong to our  own social group and 

our  interests and recreat ional  habits often ensure  that we remain  

unaware  of  what  life is like for those who are oppressed by the 
structures that suppor t  us. Indeed we find more  and more  a 
resistance in m a n y  communi t ies  to the presence in their  midst of 

hostels for the homeless,  the ex-prisoner,  the alcoholic, the young  
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offender. Perhaps  this resistance arises ul t imately from the fact that 
we cannot  bear  to be reminded  that life does not support  everyone.  
The  lack of awareness among  most of those in the middle-class 
groups of society of how others who are poor  have to live, is perhaps 
more of a danger  to the security of  our  society than the russian 
menace  m a n y  of them are so afraid of. The  vast major i ty  of decisions 
which affect the poor  are made  by those who have little idea of  the 
problems and difficulties that the poor  face. Th e  resulting alienation 
of whole sections of society lies unnot iced  until  they riot. All our  
ideological positions are erected upon  and suppor ted  by a myopic 
view of the world. T o  change our  ideological position, we need to see 
the world from a different perspective,  a perspective that allows a 
vital part  of the world to come into focus, namely,  the pain and 
suffering of  the poor  and powerless. 

Conversion of the feet 
How then do we arrive at this conversion of  the head which calls 

into quest ion structures which support  our  present  way of  life, our  
present  way of looking at things? I believe that no am o u n t  of reading 
can accomplish it: If  our  ideology is a world-view that holds together  
and makes sense of our  experiences,  then that ideology can only be 
called into quest ion by a new experience that does not  easily fit. A 
new experience that  we find difficult to integrate into our  ideology 
without distort ing it ad absurdum is called for. Hence  we need to share 
in some way the experience of the poor. 

An exper ience of the poor in itself may  not lead me to quest ion my 
ideology. Unless I am open to the possibility that  there is a different 
viewpoint ,  then my experience of the poor  m ay  just  confirm my 
ideological prejudices.  T h e r e  needs to be an unease,  a latent doubt ,  
perhaps caused by  the Church ' s  insistence on justice as a central  
issue in the preaching of the gospel, which I feel somehow does not 
affect my life and I wonder  why not. Here  the Holy  Spirit is sowing 
seeds over  which we have little control.  Those  who are convinced 
that the root cause of  pover ty  is laziness may  only be more  convinced 
than ever by an experience of the poor.  For  I tend to see what  I want  
to see, to hear  what  I want  to hear.  However ,  given that  openness to 
quest ioning my own views and values, the normal  s tar t ing point  for 
this conversion to justice will be an exper ience of  the poor.  It is the 
poor  who call me to conversion,  because the fundamenta l  conversion 
is the recognit ion that they have been excluded f rom a meaningful  
part icipat ion in life and that I have been  involved in that  exclusion. 
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Such a 'conversion of the feet' for m a n y  is exceedingly difficultl 
We  are aware of being t rapped in our  middle-class culture,  
attitudes, values, even vocabulary;  we m a y  fear being rejected, 
laughed at, misunders tood;  perhaps above all we may  fear being 
useless. In our  act ivi ty-oriented culture,  we have become accus- 
tomed to being useful (or at least to feeling useful) and by this we 
often value ourselves and others. But in the first steps to shar ing the 
experiences of  the poor,  we have the humbl ing  experience of not  
being useful, not being needed.  We  are there not  because the poor  
need us, but  because we need them. We are there not  to achieve, but  
to be; not  to change the poor  but  to allow them to change us. In this 
being-with-the-poor,  we glimpse the powerlessness, the frustrat ion,  
the hopelessness and perhaps even the anger  that is part  of their 
situation. We also glimpse the companionship ,  the joys,  the sharing 
that make it almost tolerable. Perhaps,  above all, we glimpse their  

dependency  on others like us, who are not poor,  yet who make the 
decisions that control their  lives. T h e y  wait - -  for they have little 
choice - -  for us to change our values and priorities so that they can 
be included; to change the economic,  social and political criteria 
which govern our society to our benefit  and their exclusion. In this 

experience I am. led to a recognit ion of the greed and selfishness, and 
the desire for position, status and power,  which distorted my 
ideology, unknown to myself. T h e  call to justice, to seek the  
t ransformat ion of the world, constantly brings me back to the call to 
change m y s e l f -  not to rest there in an individualistic spirituality, 
but  to move  out and challenge the world. T h e  recogni t ion of the 
exclusion of the poor  reveals to me my  sinfulness, m y  incapaci ty to 
love them because I am t rapped in my selfishness and in the 
structures that have been  erected on the selfishness of millions of 
good people like me. I cannot  love them enough to let go, to move out 
of my dependencies ,  to abandon  my little idols; and I cannot  hear  
the call of G o d  because he is h idden behind the big idol I have 
erected between me and him. While God  is free to call us in diverse 
ways, I believe that his normal  way for most of us is th rough shar ing 
the suffering, in some small way perhaps,  of those we have come to 
love. In that experience,  we recognize their  exclusion and our  
part icipat ion in it. 

Conversion of  the heart 

If, th rough  an exper ience of the poor,  I am led to quest ion the 
structures of the society that supports me,  then I am compelled to do 
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something about  it. T h e r e  are two responses I can and ought  to 
make: 

(a) The  first is a personal  response. On  the personal  level, I am 
called to quest ion the lifestyle, status and position that  the structures 
of society have conferred on me. Such a quest ioning m a y  well lead to 

radical decisions about  my lifestyle, work, place of residence and so 
on. Such radical decisions will change n o t h i n g -  except my  own 

personal circumstances.  To  m a n y  they will seem useless, absurd  
and unnecessary;  and they may  even at times seem so to me. In 
this they resemble the cross - -  when Jesus  died on the cross, the 
only observable difference that resulted was that he stopped 
breathing - -  a waste Of a life. T h e y  resemble the call of  Peter ,  giving 
up a good job  and the security of home for the dubious benefit  of  
following a poor  i t inerant  who was clearly going to come to no good. 
Such a personal  response seems mere ly  s y m b o l i c -  it does not  
change the world nor  the structures which organize the way w e live; 
it is of little help to the poor  in their  concrete difficulties. Yet we m ay  
feel, for our  own authentici ty,  that  some such decisions have to be 
made. Perhaps  we could liken such symbolic actions to the 
contemplat ive  dimension of  the christian call; for contempla t ion  
'achieves '  nothing; we contempla te  for its own sake. It allows us to 
enter  into life more  deeply, more  intimately.  While it achieves 
nothing in itself, yet nothing worthwhile is achieved without  it. So 
too our  personal  symbolic actions allow us to share in, to part icipate 
in, to .exper ience in some small way the powerlessness of the poor,  
without  which our  political activity is at least suspect. Anyhow,  we 
will certainly feel the need to challenge in some concrete way  the 
greed, the consumer ism and the desire for power  and status that we 
recognize in ourselves. 

(b) The  second response is political. We  will certainly feel the 
need to make more  than  just  a personal,  symbolic response. T o  
remove the suffering of others becomes a central  thrust  to my  life 
and my Christ ianity.  I recognize that much  of that suffering is 
caused by the structures of our  world and society. And  so I seek to 
change those structures.  I may  decide that  revolut ion is not  the best 
pa th  to changing structures and so I am commit ted  to a political 
radicalism within the democrat ic  process. T h e  urgency  of br inging 
others to an awareness of  the need for radical s tructural  change 
becomes a priori ty that my  faith and its dem an d  to love impose on 
me. And  I soon realize the enormi ty  and slowness of  the task. I have 

to face  the sense of helplessness that soon overcomes me and 
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in tegrate  that  into m y  spirituality: the power  that  Jesus  gives us is 
not the power  of the world,  bu t  the power  of  the Cross,  of failure - -  
there is no resurrec t ion  wi thout  death.  M y  faith commi ts  me to the " 
struggle, not to the ach ievement  of  what  I consider  the goal. ~Yes, the 
heavens  are as high above  ear th  as m y  ways above your  ways,  m y  
thoughts  above  you r  thoughts '  (Isai  55,9). 

O n e  sees too a new vision for the Church ,  a Chu rch  that is 
commi t t ed  to chal lenging the status quo, those very  s t ructures  which 
suppor t  it; a Chu rch  too which feels the need to make  symbol ic  
responses to the discomfort  it feels when  it looks at its own posit ion 
in society. No th ing  less than  a prophet ic  Church  seems adequa te  to 
the following of the p rophe t  Jesus .  

T h e  three stages I have  described,  ~conversion of the feet '  leading 
to ' convers ion  of  the head '  leading to ~conversion of the hea r t ' ,  are 
not strictly an event  but  a process,  indeed a neve r -end ing  process.  
T h e  decisions that  the convers ion  of  m y  hear t  lead me  to make  will 
a lmost  certainly give me,  or lead me to, a new exper ience of the poor  
which in turn  will lead me to quest ion more  deeply m y  own hidden 
assumpt ions  and  values and  lead to a new convers ion of the head.  
This  in turn  will lead to a new convers ion of the hear t  and  new 
decisions. A n d  so the process goes on in one u nb roken  circle. I a m  
cont inual ly  be ing called to conversion.  

In  the descript ion of  this par t i cu la r  segment  of  the convers ion  
process,  I a m  aware  of  all that  has been  omit ted.  In  par t icular ,  little 
has been said explicitly about  the individual 's  relationship to God  and 
his awareness  of  be ing loved and guided by  G o d ' s  providence .  Little 
has been  said abou t  the direct in terpersonal  love that  the central  
c o m m a n d m e n t  of  the gospel imposes on us. This  is not  b e c a u s e  such 
mat te rs  are ove r shadowed  or min imized  by  the call to convers ion  to 
justice,  but  s imply  because  it precedes the convers ion I have  
a t t e m p t e d  to describe here,  and  is t aken  for granted.  Indeed  the 
convers ion to just ice  introduces one to a new exper ience  of both  
these aspects of  the total convers ion process.  




