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Introduction
by Alice von Hildebrand, Ph.D.

“WE MUST have an unconditional readiness to change in order to be transformed in Christ,” These are the very first words |
heard from Dietrich von Hildebrand, the man who was later to become my husband.

His words were a revelation for me. Even though I had been raised a Catholic, I had never been concretely taught how to
relate my beliefs to everyday life. There was something sadly lacking in my education: it is not enough for us to believe; we
must know how fo live our beliefs.

This book transformed my spiritual life

Dietrich von Hildebrand—a layman—gave me the key that was to open for me the treasures of the spiritual life. Thanks to
his lecture that day, I understood that my soul should become malleable like wax in God’s hands, so that I could become what
He wanted me to become (and what [ was so far from being): transformed in Christ.

The impression Dietrich von Hildebrand’s words made on me was so strong that I returned home soberly inebriated.
Finally I had found what I had unconsciously been seeking: a concrete way of living my faith. That day—November 27, 1942
—was one of the most decisive days of my life.

Alas, I was too soon to learn that enthusiasm for a virtue does not guarantee possession of that virtue; and that a clear
perception of the beauty of spiritual transformation can coexist with a deep reluctance to let oneself be re-formed by Christ.

But I also soon learned that “The Readiness to Change” was the title of the first chapter of Transformation in Christ, a book
in German by Dietrich von Hildebrand. At the time, Transformation in Christ was available only in German, so I dedicated
myself to learning German so I could profit from the treasures contained in this book.

Later, my husband often told me that Transformation in Christ was “the book of his heart” because it considered the theme
he loved most: the glow of supernatural virtues made possible through Christian revelation. It also became the book of my
heart: reading it opened up for me completely new vistas of spirituality which, until then, had remained totally closed to me.

I could now understand why the German reviewers had called Transformation in Christ a “modern Imitation of Christ.”
Like this perennial classic, Transformation in Christ is timeless, for it maps out the path leading to holiness; the “one thing
necessary,” the one unchanging thing in the tempest of changes that characterize our earthly situation.

Regardless of our circumstances and regardless of the age or place in which we live, we are all called to sanctity. Our guide
is Christian wisdom, which is not subject to time but rather should shape the time in which it is found. Transformation in
Christ helps us to achieve sanctity in our time because its roots lie in the ageless tradition of Christian spirituality which goes
back to Christ Himself. This wisdom retains its full validity from age to age. Being anchored in eternity, it conquers time.

No one would dream of scaling a mountain without an experienced guide; no one should try to ascend the mountain of
holiness without the help of someone knowledgeable in things spiritual, who points out dangers that threaten to jeopardize our
ascent towards the mountain which is Christ.

Transformation in Christ became such a guide for me. Again and again as I read it, I was led to realize how often I had
fallen into illusions about myself, and how often I had followed a path that actually had led me away from the true goal: to be
transformed in Christ. It was as if scales had fallen from my eyes.

I discovered that my own readiness to change was highly selective, for whereas I was willing to improve in some areas of
my life, I wanted to remain in command and to determine myself the scope and limits of my transformation. Rare are those (and
they are properly known as saints) whose readiness to change is total, absolute, unconditional, and who let the Divine Master
decide how deeply the marble is to be chiselled.

How difficult is it for us fallen men to will what God wills, for much as we believe we love God, we are tempted to love
our own will more. How hard it is for us—the sons of Adam—to speak truly and fully the words of Christ: “not as I will, but
as Thou wilt.” And yet, this absolute and unconditional readiness to change ought to be the very basis of our spiritual life, so
that we may become “new men” in Christ.

I learned how difficult it can be in the spiritual life to discriminate between things which seem similar but which are, in fact,
profoundly different. How tempting it is for us to believe, for example, that we possess the readiness to change because,
lacking in continuity, we follow every fashionable trend of the time. How often we believe that we are truly forgiving when in
fact we are really too thick-skinned to notice offenses or we find it advantageous to make peace. How often we assume that we
are spiritually recollected because we can concentrate fully on a task, when, in fact, we are merely capable of efficient mental
concentration, which is radically different from recollection. To help us see such important differences in ourselves and to help
us avoid other pitfalls, Transformation in Christ provides spiritual guidance for those who are serious about making progress
toward holiness, enabling them to discern more clearly the path to holiness.

Since first reading Transformation in Christ and having my eyes opened by it, I have discovered that my experience has



been duplicated in the lives of very many other people. Over the years, my husband received innumerable letters from persons
testifying that reading Transformation in Christ profoundly changed their lives.

Reviewers of the book have also been unanimous in recognizing the extraordinary spiritual wisdom it contains. In 1949, a
year after its American publication, it received the Golden Book Award of the Catholic Writers Guild.

Transformation in Christ awakens our longing for supernatural virtues

Too often, well-intentioned spiritual authors believe that in order to make the supernatural more palatable, they must water it
down and use a vocabulary borrowed from down-to-earth, trivial experiences. This often creates a spiritual hiatus, a false note
which is painful for those whose spiritual ear is attuned to the music of the angels.

One of the striking characteristics of this book is that the author never uses a word which is not in perfect harmony with the
sublimity of his topic. With an unfailing holy instinct, he always pulls us upward toward a higher sphere clouded over today by
our secularized anti-culture which constantly pulls us downward. From this point of view Transformation in Christ is a much
needed spiritual medicine. It will inevitably sharpen our sense for the supernatural and reawaken the deep longing which exists
in every human heart for what is above. Indeed, this was the call that St. Paul addressed to us: “Seek the things that are above.”

Transformation in Christ illuminates in a unique way the nature of the supernatural virtues which can blossom only in and
through Christ. Much as my husband had loved moral values prior to his conversion, it was through the lives of the saints that
he discovered a new, higher morality—the supernatural morality—the one embodied in those whose very souls mirror the
infinite beauty of the God-Man.

What a chasm lies between the natural virtue of modesty—an objective awareness of one’s own limitations—and the
supernal ural virtue of humility which (as exemplified in St. Catherine of Siena) makes one rejoice over the fact that God is
everything and man is nothing. What an abyss separates the natural warmth and friendliness which a good pagan possesses,
from the ardent, burning supernatural charity which characterizes the saints.

It was the beauty of supernatural values which first touched my husband’s soul, stirred within it love and longing, and
brought him into the Churchy; it is just this beauty that he eloquently celebrates in Transformation in Christ.

Transformation in Christ reveals the splendor of God through the majesty of created things

Much as Transformation in Christ deserves to be compared to The Imitation of Christ, there is, however, an important
difference between these two works which share the very same aim: to help the soul on her path to holiness. For whereas The
Imitation of Christ (particularly in its first three books) stresses the dangers that natural goods constitute for man on his way to
God, Transformation in Christ—while fully acknowledging these dangers—shows how these goods, if properly understood
as being reflections of God’s infinite goodness and beauty, can actually lead us closer to Him by being used as stepping stones
leading to Him.

From this point of view, Transformation in Christ is strongly marked by the spirit of St. Francis who understood nature and
creation to be singers of the glory of the Great King. Created by God’s bounty, natural goods are to be loved—but God is to be
loved more. That is to say, all created goods should be loved not above God, not outside of God, not apart from God, but in
God, and should kindle our loving gratitude toward Him as the Giver of all gifts. Indeed, heaven and earth are filled with the
glory of the Lord, and are footprints of His greatness.

Transformation in Christ is deep but not complicated

At first sight, Transformation in Christ may strike the reader as a long and complicated book, written for a small minority
of scholarly people. But this difficulty is only apparent. True, Transformation is written by a German, but a German born and
raised in Italy, whose mind has been formed and benefited by the clarity of the Latin spirit. In fact, Transformation in Christ is
luminous throughout, but like all great things, it calls for close and constant attention.

Too many are those who believe that a deep book must be complicated and therefore above the head of the average reader.
But deep does not mean “complicated” and complication does not guarantee depth. It is true, there are books which hide the
penury of their contents by using highly esoteric language which is not only confused but confusing as well. There are thinkers
who major in this: their language is so tortuous, so ambiguous, that they cheat people into believing that their message is deep.
But the reading of the greatest of all boob, the Gospel, should reveal to us that a book can be of sublime depth and yet be
understood by any man whose heart is open to Truth.

Granted: Transformation in Christ was written by “an intellectual”—and even by one who had studied under some of the
very great thinkers of this century (including Husserl, Scheler and Reinach). Nonetheless, we should keep in mind that Dietrich
von Hildebrand put his intellectual talents in God’s service and that in writing this book, he wanted to address himself not to a
few pundits, but to every Christian who is, like Daniel, “a man of longing.”

Therefore, Transformation in Christ does not require the reader to have a painstaking philosophical training or to know a



special technical vocabulary. It will richly fecundate anyone who has purity of heart, and who longs for the truth. Effort will be
required, but it will be rewarded abundantly by the fruits to be harvested.

Transformation in Christ is not meant to be hastily read. No, it should be read slowly, meditatively, and should always be
concretely related to your own personal life. Half a page, sometimes a few lines can nourish your soul, illumine your mind, and
inflame your heart.

Transformation in Christ is not the fruit of scholarship, but of the author’s experiences

Just as Transformation in Christ was not written as a scholarly tome, so it is not the fruit of a mind such as we find in some
scholars, who unfortunately spend innumerable hours in a library, perusing dusty manuals on spirituality and then couch the
ideas harvested there in an abstract, impersonal language.

On the contrary, Transformation in Christ was conceived and born of personal experiences. The author had an
extraordinarily rich life: he knew royalty; he knew commoners; he knew saintly people; he knew great sinners; he knew great
minds; and he knew those whose endowments were mediocre. He was privileged to meet some who had ascended high on the
holy mountain of the Lord and whose lives were marked by a deep humility; he knew some who lived in complete illusions
about themselves, and yet believed themselves to be close to sanctity; he knew some who were still groping in the darkness of
sin and error.

Through faith, Dietrich von Hildebrand saw in all of them the image of God and longed to share with them what he himself
had received. For much as he loved books, he loved people more; and it is from the wealth of his Christian experiences,
enriched and fecundated by his own readings and meditations, that he learned the wisdom found in this book.

It is the wealth of these experiences that he shares with us in this work; it is real people that we meet in Transformation in
Christ—and in many of them we shall recognize ourselves, our own frailties, our own dangers, our own illusions. (At times,
we are even tempted to believe that the author knew us personally when he wrote the book, and that he was sketching our own
character and our own faults.)

This serene spiritual classic was written at the peak of the author’s dangerous battle against Nazism

Transformation in Christ emanates such a serene spiritual atmosphere that the reader is likely to assume that it was written
at a particularly contemplative and peaceful period of the author’s life. In truth, however, the book was written in the midst of
his heroic and dramatic fight against Nazism. This work—which sings the beauty of supernatural life—was composed at a time
when the author knew great hardships and was threatened by constant dangers because of his opposition to Nazism.

Transformation in Christ testifies to the victory of Dietrich von Hildebrand’s spiritual life over the powers of evil
unleashed by National Socialism. It also implicitly proclaims the final victory of good over evil, of God over Satan. Having
left Germany voluntarily when Hitler came to power—because von Hildebrand refused to live in a country headed by a
criminal—he first sought refuge in his sister’s house in Florence, but upon seeing that Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss of Austria
was the only clear-sighted European politician who had fully gauged the horror of Nazism, von Hildebrand went to Vienna,
and offered Dollfuss his intellectual services. With the Chancellor’s support, he founded and directed an anti-Nazi, anti-
totalitarian weekly newspaper which was published from December 1933 until the Anschluss on March 11,1938.

Deeply convinced that he was responding to a divine call to unmask the anti-Christian character of Nazism, he fully realized
that in so doing, he would have to abandon the intellectual joy of his heart; his philosophical and religious writings. He felt
very keenly the sacrifice that responding to this mission entailed, and yet he never hesitated for a moment. For he was
convinced that any religious writer worthy of the name was now called upon to be in the forefront of a combat waged against
an anti-Christ.

Since his conversion, von Hildebrand’s greatest joy had been to meditate and to write about the new world of Christianity
which he had discovered in reading the lives of the saints. Now, in Vienna, plunged into an anti-Nazi political fight which to
him was a hairshirt, Dietrich von Hildebrand lived under such pressure that—apart from his courses at the University—he was
forced to devote all his time and all his energies to his task as a journalist.

Moreover, after the assassination of Chancellor Dollfuss in July 1934, the new government headed by Schuschnigg adopted
a policy of détente with Hitler, and refused to help finance von Hildebrand’s anti-Nazi weekly. Fundraising was added to his
list of onerous duties.

To make matters worse, only a few people understood and agreed with his primary purpose of showing the intrinsic
incompatibility of Christianity and Nazism. Von Hildebrand was persecuted by the pro-Nazis; he was flouted by the anti-
Catholics (who resented the deeply religious tone of his weekly); and he was rejected by the anti-semites who refused to
acknowledge that anti-Semitism was, to quote Léon Bloy, a slap in the face of the Holy Virgin by the hands of the Christians.

Dietrich von Hildebrand stood alone.

Moreover, he was warned by the Chief of Police that the Nazi underground planned to assassinate him and he lived
constantly under this sword of Damocles. Harassed by financial difficulties, forced to spend much of his time and energy



fundraising (a work for which he was the most untalented of men), von Hildebrand knew little respite.

Two brief moments of peace were given him, however. During the months of August 1936 and 1937, a group of German
friends (who missed terribly the lectures von Hildebrand used to give them in his house in Munich) invited him to Florence to
give them a series of lectures on spirituality; they rented his sister’s villa for that purpose.

What a joy it was for him to put down temporarily the crushing burden he was carrying and, once again, surrounded by
friends whom he could trust, breathe the pure, spiritual air of prayer and contemplation.

Transformation in Christ is the fruit of these eighteen lectures given in the city of his birth. Too soon thereafter—when he
escaped from the clutches of the Gestapo by taking the very last train leaving Austria for Czechoslovakia before the Nazi
takeover—he was forced to live the painful life of a refugee: first in Switzerland, and then in France.

In the midst of this turmoil, he decided to publish his eighteen lectures from Florence, and confided them to Benziger
Publishers in Switzerland. At that time von Hildebrand’s works were forbidden both in Germany and Austria (possession of
any of his writings could send a person to a concentration camp). Therefore, Benziger Publishers insisted that Transformation
in Christ be printed under a pseudonym: Peter Ott. The book was an immediate success. It was only after the war, when the
nightmare of Nazism was over, that a second edition of Transformation in Christ appeared, published under von Hildebrand’s
own name.

From reading it, no one could ever guess that this great book on spirituality was written under such dramatic circumstances.
Clearly, the author’s manifold sufferings did not deprive him of his inner peace or of his constant longing to deepen his
spiritual life. Nazism or not, for Dietrich von Hildebrand, transformation in Christ remained the one, glorious theme of human
existence, and of his own existence.

Obviously, he could not have completed this monumental work in just two brief summers without the benefit of the earlier
graces he had so abundantly received, of the Christian experiences he had accumulated, of his spiritual readings, and of his
own prayer life. Also, it is quite likely that in the mysterious plan of God’s Providence, the sufferings Dietrich von Hildebrand
endured in Vienna were the price he had to pay to be instrumental in helping so many souls to come closer to Christ by their
inner transformation in Him and through the Cross.

Transformation in Christ ends with a prayer. This is appropriate, since the whole book is prayerful: a hymn of praise, a
song of gratitude. Dietrich von Hildebrand’s deepest wish was that this book would inflame its readers to be ever more
transformed in Christ. He knew that our Savior came to bring fire on this earth, and it was His desire that it should be kindled.



Author’s Introduction

Traham eos in vinculis charitatis. (Hosea 11:4)

GOD has called upon us to become new men in Christ. In holy Baptism, He communicates a new supernatural life to us; He
allows us to participate in His holy life. This new life is not destined merely to repose as a secret in the hidden depths of our
souls; rather it should work out in a transformation of our entire personality.

For the goal which the gratuitous mercy of God has called us to attain is not merely a moral perfection qualitatively identical
with natural morality, owing its supernatural meaning only to a super-additive gift of grace; it is Christ’s supernatural wealth of
virtue, which in its very quality represents something new and quite distinct from all merely natural virtue. “That you may
declare his virtues, who hath called you out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9).

Almost all the prayers of the ecclesiastical year refer to the succession of stages that leads from Baptism, imparting the
principle of supernatural life, to our actual transformation in Christ—to the full victory in us of Him whose name is holiness.

In our treatment of the subject of a transformation in Christ, the theological foundations and dogmatic presuppositions of this
mystery will be taken for granted. We are conscious of being in complete accord with the classic tradition as established by the
Fathers of the Church, and above all, by St. Augustine and by the Angelic Doctor, St. Thomas Aquinas.

Our own theme in these pages is exclusively the operation of supernatural life in the sphere of personal morality: the shaping
of that life which lights up the face of the “new man in Christ.” Here, again, that aspect of the transformation in Christ which is
related to the zone of mystical experience does not come within our scope.

Our purpose is to analyze in their essence some of the spiritual attitudes which are characteristic of the “new man in Christ,”
thereby indicating the course we must follow, and in particular, the goal we are called upon to reach. The full import of that
Call addressed to the Christian is not always fully appreciated; what God expects from us is too often minimized and taken
lightly.

While we start, in our description, from the types of attitudes which, as it were, mark the initial stages of the road in
question, the order of succession in which the supernatural virtues will be considered here cannot claim a strictly systematic
character. The supernatural virtues are so interrelated as to make each of them appear a precondition to the other in one respect
and its fruit in another. Hence, the succession of the virtues we are about to examine is meant not so much to reflect the process
of the transformation in Christ, as to manifest the abundance of life implicit in that process of transformation.

Again and again we shall encounter on our way the coincidentia oppositorum inherent in the divine essence: the mutual
interpenetration and unity of perfections which are ostensibly inconsistent with one another and cannot appear on the natural
plane except in mutual separation.

The present study is restricted to a selection of the spiritual attitudes and virtues which constitute the treasure yielded by a
life in Christ, the understanding of which may reveal the intrinsic, the qualitative newness of supernatural morality. It does not
pretend to completeness, not even to that completeness in a limited sense which an inexhaustible subject of this kind might
admit; even in regard to the scope of its contents, it cannot claim to be comprehensive.

The purpose of this book will be fulfilled if it succeeds in evoking the mystic grandeur of the Call implied in the words of
the Lord, “Follow me,” and rousing in the hearts of some the desire to be transformed in Christ. For, before all else, it is
necessary for us to grasp the “height, breadth, and depth” of our vocation, and fully to comprehend the message of the Gospel
which invites us not merely to become disciples of Christ and children of God, but to enter into a process of transformation in
Christ. “But we all, beholding the glory of the Lord with open face, are transformed into the same image from glory to glory,
even as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 Cor. 3:18).



TRANSFORM ATION
IN

CHRIST



The Readiness to Change

Put off the old man who is corrupted according to

the desire of error, and be renewed in the spirit of your
mind. and put on the new man, who according to God

is created injustice and holiness of truth. (Eph. 4:22-24)

THESE words of St. Paul are inscribed above the gate through which all must pass who want to reach the goal set us by God.
They implicitly contain the quintessence of the process which baptized man must undergo before he attains the unfolding of the
new supernatural life received in Baptism.

All true Christian life, therefore, must begin with a deep yearning to become a new man in Christ, and an inner readiness to
“put off the old man”—a readiness to become something fundamentally different.

All good men desire to change

Even though he should lack religion, the will to change is not unknown to man. He longs to develop and to perfect himself.
He believes he can overcome all vices and deficiencies of his nature by human force alone. All morally aspiring men are
conscious of the necessity of a purposeful self-education which should cause them to change and to develop. They, too,—as
contrasted to the morally indifferent man who lets himself go and abandons himself passively to his natural dispositions—
reveal a certain readiness to change. But for this, no spiritual and moral growth would exist at all.

Yet, when man is touched by the light of Revelation, something entirely new has come to pass. The revelation of the Old
Testament alone suffices to make the believer aware of man’s metaphysical situation and the terrible wound inflicted upon his
nature by original sin. He knows that no human force can heal that wound; that he is in need of redemption. He grasps the truth
that repentance is powerless to remove the guilt of sin which separates him from God, that good will and natural moral
endeavor will fail to restore him to the beauty of the paradisiac state. Within him lives a deep yearning for the Redeemer, who
by divine force will take the guilt of sin and bridge the gulf that separates the human race from God.

Throughout the Old Testament that yearning resounds: “Convert us, O God: and show us Thy face, and we shall be saved”
(Ps. 79:4). We perceive the desire for purification which enables us to appear before God, and to endure the presence of the
unspeakably Holy One: “Thou shalt sprinkle me with hyssop, and I shall be cleansed: Thou shalt wash me, and I shall be made
whiter than snow” (Ps. 50:9).

God calls us to change

The New Testament, however, reveals to us a call which far transcends that yearning. Thus Christ speaks to Nicodemus:
“Amen, amen, | say to thee, unless a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3).

Christ, the Messiah, is not merely the Redeemer who breaks apart the bond and cleanses us from sin. He is also the
Dispenser of a new divine life which shall wholly transform us and turn us into new men: “Put off the old man who is
corrupted according to the desire of error, and be renewed in the spirit of your mind; and put on the new man, who according to
God is created in justice and holiness of truth.” Though we receive this new life in Baptism as a free gift of God, it may not
flourish unless we cooperate. “Purge out the old leaven, that you may be a new paste,” says St. Paul.

A strong desire must fill us to become different beings, to mortify our old selves and rearise as new men in Christ. This
desire, this readiness to decrease so that “He may grow in us,” is the first elementary precondition for the transformation in
Christ, It is the primal gesture by which man reacts to the light of Christ that has reached his eyes: the original gesture directed
to God. It is, in other words, the adequate consequence of our consciousness of being in need of redemption on the one hand,
and our comprehension of being called by Christ on the other. Our surrender to Christ implies a readiness to let Him fully
transform us, without setting any limit to the modification of our nature under His influence.

Readiness to change vs. natural optimism

In regard to their respective readiness to change, the difference between the Christian and the natural idealist is obvious. The
idealist is suffused with optimism concerning human nature as such. He underestimates the depth of our defects; he is unaware
of the wound, incurable by human means, with which our nature is afflicted. He overlooks our impotence to erase a moral guilt
or to bring about autonomously a moral regeneration of ourselves. Moreover, his infatuation with activity prevents him from



understanding even the necessity of a basic renewal. He fails to sense the essential inadequacy of all natural morality, as well
as the incomparable superiority of virtue supernaturally founded, let alone the full presence of such virtue—holiness.

His readiness to change will differ, therefore, from that of the Christian, above all in the following respects. First, he has in
mind a relative change only: an evolution immanent to nature. His endeavor is not, as is the Christian’s, to let his nature as a
whole be transformed from above, nor to let his character be stamped with a new coinage, a new face, as it were, whose
features far transcend human nature and all its possibilities. His object is not to be reborn: to become radically—from the root,
that is—another man; he merely wants to perfect himself within the framework of his natural dispositions. He is intent on
ensuring an unhampered evolution of these dispositions and potentialities. Sometimes even an express approval of his own
nature is implicit therein, and a self-evident confidence in the given tendencies of his nature as they are before being worked
upon by conscious self-criticism. Such was, for instance, Goethe’s case. Invariably in the idealist, the readiness to change is
limited to a concept of nature’s immanent evolution or self-perfection: its scope remains exclusively human. Whereas, with the
Christian, it refers to a basic transformation and redemption of things human by things divine: to a supernatural goal.

A second point of difference is closely connected with this. The idealist’s readiness to change is aimed at certain details or
aspects only, never at his character as a whole. The aspiring man of natural morality is intent on eradicating this defect, on
acquiring that virtue; the Christian, however, is intent on becoming another man in all things, in regard to both what is bad and
what is naturally good in him. He knows that what is naturally good, too, is insufficient before God: that it, too, must submit to
supernatural transformation—to a re-creation, we might say, by the new principle of supernatural life conveyed to him by
Baptism.

Thirdly, the man of natural moral endeavor, willing as he may be to change in one way or another, will always stick to the
firm ground of Nature. How could he be asked to relinquish that foothold, tumbling off into the void? Yet it is precisely this
firm ground which the Christian does leave. His readiness to change impels him to break with his unredeemed nature as a
whole: he wills to lose the firm ground of unredeemed nature under his feet and to tumble, so to speak, into the arms of Christ.
Only he who may say with St. Paul, “I know in whom I have believed” can risk the enormous adventure of dying unto himself
and of relinquishing the natural foundation.

Not all possess the radical readiness to change

Now this radical readiness to change, the necessary condition for a transformation in Christ, is not actually possessed by al/
Catholic believers. It is, rather, a distinctive trait of those who have grasped the full import of the Call, and without reserve
have decided upon an imitation of Christ.

There are many religious Catholics whose readiness to change is merely a conditional one. They exert themselves to keep
the commandments and to get rid of such qualities as they have recognized to be sinful. But they lack the will and the readiness
to become new men all in all, to break with all purely natural standards, to view all things in a supernatural light. They prefer
to evade the act of metanoia: a true conversion of the heart. Hence with undisturbed consciences they cling to all that appears

to them legitimate by natural standards.!

Their conscience permits them to remain entrenched in their self-assertion. For example, they do not feel the obligation of
loving their enemies; they let their pride have its way within certain limits; they insist on the right of giving play to their natural
reactions in answer to any humiliation. They maintain as self-evident their claim to the world’s respect, they dread being
looked upon as fools of Christ; they accord a certain role to human respect, and are anxious to stand justified in the eyes of the
world also.

They are not ready for a total breach with the world and its standards; they are swayed by certain conventional
considerations; nor do they refrain from letting themselves go within reasonable limits. There are various types and degrees of
this reserved form of the readiness to change; but common to them all is the characteristic of a merely conditional obedience to
the Call and an ultimate abiding by one’s natural self. However great the differences of degree may be, the decisive cleavage is
that which separates the unreserved, radical readiness to change from the somehow limited and partial one.

Transformation in Christ requires unqualified readiness to change

The full readiness to change—which might even better be termed readiness to become another man—is present in him only
who, having heard the call “Follow me” from the mouth of the Lord, follows Him as did the Apostles, “leaving everything
behind.” To do so, he is not required literally to relinquish everything in the sense of the evangelical counsels: this would be in
answer to another, more particular call. He is merely required to relinquish his old self, the natural foundation, and all purely
natural standards, and open himself entirely to Christ’s action—comprehending and answering the call addressed to all
Christians: “Put on the new man, who according to God is created in justice and holiness of truth.”

Readiness to change, taken in this sense, is the first prerequisite for the transformation in Christ. But, in addition thereto,
more is needed: a glowing desire to become a new man in Christ; a passionate will to give oneself over to Christ, And this,
again, presupposes a state of fluidity, as it were: that we should be like soft wax, ready to receive the imprint of the features of



Christ. We must be determined not to entrench ourselves in our nature, not to maintain or assert ourselves, and above all, not to
set up beforehand—however unconsciously—a framework of limiting or qualifying factors for the pervasive and re-creative
light of Christ. Rather we must be filled with an unquenchable thirst for regeneration in all things. We must fully experience the
bliss of flying into Christ’s arms, who will transform us by His light beyond any measure we might ourselves intend. We must
say as did St. Paul on the road to Damascus; “Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?”

Moral progress requires unqualified readiness to change

But the unreserved readiness to change, as here outlined, is not merely the condition for embarking on our journey towards
our supernatural goal. It also constitutes the permanent basis for continual progress on our road. It is an attitude we must
always preserve so long as we are in statu viae—until we have reached the safe harbor of the status finales, where there is no
longer any task proposed to our will, and where our souls will rest unchangeably in the boundless bliss of communion with
God. Should that readiness to change and that passionate will to surrender ever cease, we would no longer have the proper
religious disposition. That unlimited readiness to change is not only necessary for the transformation in Christ: even as such, it
represents the basic and relevant response to God. It reflects our unreserved devotion to God, our consciousness of our infinite
weakness before Him, our habitude of living by the Faith, our love and yearning for God. It finds its highest expression in these
words of the Blessed Virgin: “Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it done to me according to thy word” (Luke 1:38).

In his Discourses for Mixed Congregations, Cardinal Newman points out the danger inherent in believing oneself to have
attained a satisfactory degree of spiritual progress—no matter how high a degree it actually is—and to be entitled now to
discontinue the struggle against one’s own nature. The example of the saints teaches us that spiritual progress implies no
hardening of that fluidity of which we have spoken, no weakening of the steady will for transformation by Christ. The more one
is transformed in Christ, the deeper and more unlimited his readiness to change beyond the point reached, the more he
understands the dimension of depth in which that transformation must extend, and the necessity for him to place himself anew in
God’s hands, again and again, so as to lie shaped anew by Christ.

Never, in statu viae, will he cease to say with Michelangelo, “Lord, take me away from myself, and make me pleasing to
Thee.” In his earthly life the Christian must never let the process of dying unto himself and rising again in Christ come to a
standstill; he should always preserve that inner fluidity which is an ultimate expression of the situation implied in the status
viae, Thus spoke the thief on the cross: “We are punished justly, for we receive the due reward of our deeds; but this man hath
done no evil. Lord, remember me when Thou shalt come into Thy kingdom.” In that moment, a bursting through toward things
divine took place in his soul, which bore a connotation of unlimited love. And, because this unlimited surrender was the last
act of his life before expiring, in spite of all his imperfections he received this answer from the Lord: “Amen, I say to thee, this
day thou shalt be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:42-43).

That unlimited readiness to change is necessary not only for the sinner in the narrower sense of the word, but also for the
guarded, the pure, the graced, whom God has drawn unto Himself from youth onwards: not only for a St. Augustine but also for
a St. John. The saints are classed sometimes in two categories: on the one hand, the great converts like St. Paul or St. Mary
Magdalene; on the other, men and women in whom a continuous slow maturing of grace is clearly observable: such souls as St.
John the Evangelist or St. Catherine of Siena. Yet the necessity of what is here described as readiness fo change applies by no
means only to him who has gone through a conversion and who therefore evidently cannot but repent of his former life, but even
to such as have never definitely and gravely trespassed against God’s commandments. They, too, must be willing to rise above
their nature and hold themselves ready for coinage by the spirit of Christ.

Supernatural readiness to change vs. malleability

However, it would mean a grievous misunderstanding of this indispensable basic attitude to interpret it as a state of fluidity
as such, a general disposition to change in no matter what direction. In fact, what we have in mind is exclusively the readiness
to let ourselves be shaped by Christ, and by whatever speaks of Him and of the “Father of all lights.” The change we have in
view is merely the change implied in the continual process of dying unto ourselves, and being reformed by Christ. Moreover,
that state of fluidity which makes this process possible is linked, on the other hand, to an attitude of consolidation in Christ
and in the goods we receive from Him. With the postulate of soft receptiveness susceptible to the formative influences from
above corresponds, as a logical complement, the postulate of an increasing rigidity in relation to all tendencies towards being
changed from below.

Here the difference between fluidity under the sign of the supernatural and the mere natural disposition of fluidity becomes
clear. Some people, owing merely to their natural temperament are like soft wax, prone to any change whatever. These
impressionable persons who yield to all kinds of influences lack solidity and continuity.

The fluidity which goes with aliveness to the supernatural, on the contrary, has nothing to do with spineless malleability as
such. Rather it involves a firm standing in the face of all mundane influences, a character of impermeability in regard to them,
and an unshakable solidity on the new base with which Christ supplies us. Even at this early stage we discern that strange



coincidentia oppositorum which will again and again strike our eyes in the course of our inquiry: that union between attitudes
seemingly irreconcilable with each other on the natural level, which is the sign of all supernatural mode of being.

Also, that fluidity in our relationship with Christ is anything but a state characterized by a continuous flow of change, in the
sense that the change as such be credited with a value of its own. What the readiness to be transformed by Christ really
implies is rather the utter negation both of the worship of being in a state of movement as exhibited by the Youth Movement and
of the Goethean ideal of an abundance of life based on the concept of continual change. We are far, then, from preaching
fluidity in general, be it in the sense of a glorification of movement as such, or in the sense of the celebrated verses of Goethe,
beautiful though they may be: Derm solang du das nicht hast, dieses Stirb und Werde, bist du nur ein triiber Gast auf der
dunkeln Erde (“Unless thou follow the call of dying and becoming, thou art but a sad guest on this dark earth”).

Man is called to the unchangeableness of God

It does not behoove us to cherish variability as such; for, as Christians we give our worship not to change but to the
Unchangeable: God, Who 1n all eternity remains Himself: “They shall perish, but Thou remainest” (Ps. 101:26-28). Thus, as
Christians we direct our lives towards that moment in which there will be change no longer, and rejoice in the hope of sharing
in the unchangeableness of God. We deny our love to the heaving rhythm of life. And the ideal of vitality, seductive to those
who see the ultimate reality in Nature, has no attraction for us. Nor can we be intoxicated by any communion with Nature in a
pantheistic sense, For we do not believe ourselves to be a part of Nature: we conceive of man as a spiritual person endowed
with an immortal soul. We feel that he does not belong as a whole to the natural realm, It is only in respect to our terrestrial
situation that we are subject to the rhythm of ebb and flow, the fluctuation of dying and becoming, the law of perishableness.
Non omnis moriar (I shall not wholly die), says Horace, having in mind earthly fame. But we say it in awareness of our
ultimate, our innermost essence. It is part of the blissful message of the Gospel that we are called to participate in the eternal
unchangeableness of God.

Yet our life will acquire immutability in the degree in which we are transformed in Christ. So long as we evade being thus
transformed, and insist on maintaining ourselves, this remaining fixed in our own nature cannot but deliver us up to the world
of flux and reflux, and the forces of change. Such a solidification would actually mean an imprisonment within the precincts of
our own changeable selves: it would prevent us from transcending our limitations as vital beings and from being drawn into the
sphere of divine unchangeableness. In the measure only in which we yield like soft wax to the formative action of Christ, shall
we attain genuine firmness, and grow into a likeness of divine immutability. In that measure, too, shall we rise above the terror
which—seeing our status as rational persons distinct from physical nature—the rhythm of death and life’s law of transiency
portend for us.

Natural readiness to change diminishes with age

A glance at the normal course of human life, considered from a purely natural point of view, will show that a character of
comparative fluidity, in intellectual as in other respects is proper to youth.

By that we mean not only a love of change for its own sake, but an aspiration towards higher values: an eagerness for
education, for enriching and ennobling oneself. Such a disposition is the natural gift of youth.

Examine a person enlivened by the vital rhythm of youth, and you will find in him a certain forcefulness and daring which
facilitate that aspiration towards higher things. But when men become older and, within the framework of natural tendencies
their characters and peculiarities undergo a process of solidification, the natural mobility and urge for change will tend to
disappear.

Such persons will then become much less accessible to elevating influences, less receptive to fresh stimuli (we are still
speaking on purely natural presuppositions). We can no longer expect them to revise their mentality and to re-educate
themselves, for they are already cast in a rigid mold.

This description does not refer merely to an inveterate habit, owing to the lengthy accumulation of similar experiences, of
looking at things in a certain way. What is meant is a general condition different from that which youth implies. The natural
readiness to change is gone; its place is taken by the attitude of a person conscious of his maturity, who considers himself to
have achieved his period of formation and arrogates to himself the right, as it were, to endure and to settle down in his
peculiarities such as they are.

These psychic peculiarities—which may not infrequently be eccentricities—are never so marked during youth. Only at a
later period do certain natural tendencies assume such a character of rigidity. From the mere succession of the phases of life
one seems to derive the right to be no longer a pupil or an apprentice but a master.

Supernatural readiness to change should grow with age

But if we envisage the vital phases of youth and old age from a supernatural point of view, the picture will be different.



Here, in fact, an inverse law will appear. The readiness to change, the waxlike receptiveness towards Christ will tend not to
vanish but to increase as man grows into a state of maturity. Accidental concerns and complications recede into the
background; the pattern of life wins through to simplicity; the great decisive aspects of life become more clearly accentuated.
The unrest incident to youth, the vacillating response to disparate appeals, the insatiable hunger for whatever appears attractive
or beautiful will subside, and a steady orientation towards the essential and decisive become dominant.

This progress towards simplicity, which is part of the spiritual significance of advancing in age, is linked to a consolidation
in Christ. A number of vital tendencies, longings of all kinds, and a certain ubiquitous unrest fostered by expectations of earthly
happiness, recede before that supernatural unrest which attends the supreme yearning for Christ. A liberation from one’s own
nature becomes apparent. The scriptural words, “Being made perfect in a short space, he fulfilled a long time” (Wisd. of Sol.
4:13-14), refer to this true meaning and value of maturity.

Yet this attainment of full maturity also implies eternal youth in a supernatural sense. It implies that the readiness to change,
the determination to become a new man, and the unconditional willingness to crucify the old self should increase; that the
impatience for Christ should not abate. As he draws nearer to the gates of eternity, such a person will direct his attention to
“the one thing necessary” with ever increasing concentration. It is this supernatural youth which is referred to in the Gradual of
the Mass, by the words qui laetificat juventutem meam (“who giveth joy to my youth”). Here is, paradoxically speaking, a
spiritual intactness increasing with age, inasmuch as throughout the status viae we continually enhance our alert readiness to
change towards greater proximity to God, so that His features may be engraved upon our souls. And this is equivalent to
becoming more and more free from ourselves: ridding ourselves of everything which, though it be rooted in our own nature,
stands between our souls and Christ. It may be said without exaggeration that the degree of our inner fluidity in relation to
Christ, our readiness to put off our own nature in order to put on Christ, constitutes the standard criterion of our religious
progress.

Whenever at some moments we have the specific feeling of being privileged by God and drawn nearer to Him, we must ask
ourselves: do we possess this readiness to change?—and how far do we possess it? Unless we can answer that question
favorably, we are not in the right religious condition. Yet if, in the moments of inward elevation, we really possess that
readiness, our being touched by God will mean more than merely receiving a gift: we are then capable of the cooperation God
requires. By the degree of a man’s inner readiness to change, his religious level may be decisively judged.

In the unconditional readiness to change, a salutary distrust of one’s own self-knowledge is also implied. If I am really intent
on becoming another man 1 will not claim the right to determine the limits between what can, and what cannot, be justified in
my nature if confronted with Christ. It is He who is to determine them through religious authority. The readiness must be
present, on our part, to be changed and shaped to an indefinite degree at the hands of God, wherever He chooses to intervene
by the agency of our spiritual director or of our religious superior. We are not ourselves able or entitled to determine the
measure of our transformation. This is a true sign of the ultimate relevancy, and of the radical newness by which a life
devoted to the true imitation of Christ is characterized. God will be merciful with those also who possess only a limited
readiness to change; but he alone whose readiness to change and whose spiritual plasticity are unlimited can attain to sanctity.

Spiritual continuity is consistent with readiness to change

It must be emphasized that there is no contradiction between the Christian’s readiness to change and the principle of moral
continuity. Our mental attitude reveals the trait of continuity insofar as we remain aware of the ultimate unity of all truth and all
values in God. We must keep in view and continue to recognize whatever valid truth we have seized, whatever genuine value
experienced; none of these must sink into oblivion once it is no longer actually present to our eyes. The man who is a prey to
discontinuity accords an illegitimate priority to what happens to be present in his consciousness. He neglects more important
and more valid impressions for the sake of present ones. He fails to preserve his contact with basic general truths and values
beyond the range of mere present interest. He is, therefore, unable to confront the concrete situation of the moment with those
truths and values, and to experience it in their light. Because he is submerged in the situation of the moment, he lacks the
standard by which to measure and to judge all new impressions. Moreover, the impressions succeed one another in a
disconnected flight; one replaces the other as though they were mutually equivalent, with no proportionate attention given to
those of greater weight; and thus the valid content of former impressions is trampled under foot, as it were, by the dynamism of
what is actually present.

Suppose, for instance, that we happen to have gained a deep insight into someone’s personality. Meeting him later on a more
superficial occasion, our impression is different: we see him this time, from the outside, rather like a casual acquaintance. If
we have the habitus of continuity we shall not let ourselves be confused by this new impression but keep aware of the former
impression, which has been deeper and of greater validity. Whereas, if we lack continuity, the new impression will confuse
our judgment and, because of its mere recentness, obscure and displace the older but more relevant one.

Continuity, then, consists in the twofold capacity to maintain our comprehension of basic truths, experiencing all things
against a background of these truths, and to maintain particular aspects of great validity as against new ones which happen to



be less substantial. Both these aptitudes are in close harmony with the quality of receptiveness towards new truths and values.
Legitimate faithfulness to things established does not spring from mere inertia and formal conservatism; it represents rather an
adequate response to the immutability of unalloyed truth and genuine value, which is past obsolescence. The selfsame motive
which impels the person with continuity to cling imperturbably to truth will equally commit him to be ready to accept every
new truth. He will be ready even to renounce what he has held to be a truth, should a new and deeper insight actually disprove
it. The rectification of a former opinion, in the proper sense of the term, is not opposed to, but on the contrary definitely
presupposes, continuity.

For what is operative here is by no means the merely psychological advantage of the more recent impression but the
subordination of all particular convictions, whether they be formed at an earlier or a later period of time, to eternal truths and
objective standards of judgment. Thus, continuity is a condition, not only for stable orientation but also for intellectual progress
itself. It is on the basis of continuity that we are able to preserve established truths and at the same time to supplement them
with new ones, both in the sense of an extension of the breadth of knowledge, and of a reinterpretation of old truths in the light
of insights newly acquired.

It is by the attitude of continuity that we conform to the invariability and the mutual consistency—the intrinsic unity—of all
values. It implies, therefore, that the higher value should take precedence of the lower one. In granting priority to a higher
value, once it presents itself, we give proof of continuity. For, in following the higher value we implicitly continue to cherish
what was the object of our response in the lower value to which we hitherto adhered unreservedly. Our supreme fidelity is not
due to a partial value or good, taken by itself, but to value as such—and ultimately, to God, who is the summum bonum
(highest good). Our fidelity to that highest good requires that the objectively higher value should rise above the lower one also
inregard to our experience and our conduct.

Continuity actually presupposes readiness to change

It is important to avoid all equivocation on this point: that continuity is a prime condition of spiritual growth, and even more,
of a transformation in Christ; and that it stands in no opposition to the will to become another man. Without continuity, on the
contrary, there could be no genuine responsiveness to the formative claim of Christ. For, with each step achieved the coinage
received from Christ must be preserved and be made into a durable and inherent stamp on our nature. Only we must always
remain changeable in the sense of remaining, upon each level securely attained, susceptible of ascent towards yet higher levels
along the path of transformation in Christ. But every such act of remodelling refers back to the previous level, and thus has its
place in the solid framework of continuity. The previous phase will not be buried or obliterated: its essential content will
reappear on the higher level, although deepened, amplified and transfigured in the context of that higher grade of perfection.
Thus shall we keep fidelity to Christ, when we follow His call to penetrate into Him ever deeper, and without reserve. It is one
and the same Christ who by successive degrees reveals to us His face more and more fully, and who owns us more and more
completely as we become more deeply transformed in Him.

But this requires our capacity to discern whether the new impression is really a more valid and relevant one. On the basis of
continuity alone shall we be able wisely and fruitfully to confront the new thing with the old so as to avoid falling back from a
higher level to a lower one or yielding to a new impression when it belongs to a level inferior to the one we have already
reached.

Is there not, however, also a duty of fidelity towards our own God-created individuality? Is it right for us to ignore—in our
unlimited readiness for transformation—what we feel to be the particular talents which God has entrusted to us, that ineffable
essence which we feel to be our ultimate core?

Readiness to change preserves true individuality

Certainly, the radical readiness to change in the sense used here does not entail renunciation of the particularity of our
personality as willed by God. But this concept, the particular individuality of a person, has a dual meaning. On the one hand, it
may designate the character of a person as an empirical whole, including also whatever vices, defects, imperfections,
eccentricities, and accidental features his personality may contain. Or else, we mean by individuality the particular, unique,
and inimitable thought in the mind of God which every human being embodies. It is only in a saint that individuality thus
conceived can fully display itself. For it contains, on the one hand, the particular natural character of the person which,
however, never implies defects and imperfections as such; and on the other hand, a supernatural transfiguration and elevation
of that particular nature. Now the readiness to change, as discussed here, refers in the first place to all the negative and
ultimately spurious tendencies in our nature which oppose a barrier to our control by Christ. But it also refers, further, to all
that is naturally good in us; for the latter is not destined to remain natural but to become enhanced and transfigured by the re-
creative action of the supernatural.

No renunciation of the specific value attaching to individuality, no denial of the person’s particular nature as willed by God
is implied in this transformation. This is best illustrated by the example of the saints. Though it can be said of each of them



alike that “he no longer lives but Christ lives in him,” they are individualities with marked contours. Let us only think of St.
Francis of Assisi and St. Catherine of Siena—to mention only two of the most obvious examples. It is as legitimate to preserve
our individuality in the sense of the particular call of God which it enshrines as it is illegitimate to stick to what we commonly
regard as our nature. The maintenance of our divinely sanctioned particular individuality can never conflict with our
transformation by Christ. It cannot involve us in resisting the uplifting force and in shielding any part of our nature from Christ.
For, so long as we keep immured in our nature, that divinely sanctioned individuality is not yet achieved; it is only when “we
live no longer but Christ lives in us” that it can unfold integrally.

The great mystery of our metaphysical situation, that God is nearer to us than we are ourselves, is manifest in the fact that we
cannot even be wholly ourselves—in the sense of individuality as a unique divine thought—until we are reborn in Christ.
Undoubtedly, the preservation of divinely sanctioned individuality may mean that certain forms or modes of religious life are
not appropriate to a given person. Every method is not suitable for everyone. There are several equally valid ways towards
God, such as the Benedictine, the Franciscan, the Dominican, and so forth. The specific word of God that has been spoken in
every soul; the name by which God has called us; the unique design of God underlying every personality—these must not be
forcibly denied or suppressed.

True vs. false individuality

Yet, as we have already seen, the uniqueness of every person is something to be carefully distinguished from what is
commonly subsumed under the term individuality and what most of us are apt to cherish as our particular nature. This so-called
individuality originates from various factors, such as the experiences a man has undergone, the wounds that have been inflicted
upon him, the false responses that have become ingrained in his mind, the environment in which he has lived, the education he
has received, the conventions which surround him, and so forth. Only think how many rash generalizations, built upon a single
and perhaps accidental experience, survive in our mind. All these things are incorporated in a person’s character; but they need
not by any means be consonant with the very essence and ultimate meaning of his individuality. All these forces cannot have
worked out so favorably as not to have distorted in a certain way and a certain measure the true individuality as willed by
God. What we generally feel to be our individual nature is far remote from the inward word by which God has called us. By
our own force alone we cannot even truly discern that word. “Every man lies,” says the Psalmist.

What should be relinquished without reserve, therefore, are such elements of personality as do not belong to its proper
essence. And yet precisely in regard to these does the tendency to fixation persist. Most men are reluctant to sacrifice those
manifold features of their personality which are no part of its inmost essence but derivatives of the various factors we have
listed above. They attempt tenaciously to maintain themselves in these very features. This tendency to self-affirmation and
petrification, as contrasted to the readiness for being transformed in all these points and for receiving the imprint of the face ot
Christ instead of the old features, is the antithesis to what we have meant here in speaking of fluidity.

To sum up—the postulate of a readiness to change does not refer to individuality in the ultimate sense, which is according to
divine ordination. Individuality in this sense will be transfigured and sanctified, but by no means foregone or supplanted by
another individuality. For the essence of every human person supposes a unique and incommensurable task; it is destined to
unfold and to operate in a direction inalienably proper to it.

False self-appraisals hinder readiness to change

At this stage, let us signal two dangers which are naturally apt to arise and which should be avoided.

Sometimes we encounter people of a certain type characterized by a proclivity towards spiritual depression and sloth. Such
a man will yield to a mood of inward barrenness. Though possessing a certain modesty, he lacks vigor and eagerness for
spiritual elevation. He is unresponsive to what is best in him, and demurs at believing in it. The example of the saints, far from
inciting him to emulation, only confirms him in his resignation: “I am a wretched man.” In his pusillanimity, such a person
leaves unused the talents of which he should make the most; he irresponsibly declines being committed by God’s call. People
of this kind, when speaking of themselves, even are wont to deny the virtues they naturally possess; such is their lack of
confidence. They are bent on lowering their stature as much as possible. Their lack of courage and activity, which causes them
to desert their higher potentialities, is most deplorable. On the other hand, their care in avoiding false pretensions deserves a
certain credit.

The inverse type of deviation is exemplified by the man who, while not lacking a certain elan, refuses to take account of his
limitations and is thus driven to magnify his stature artificially. Suppose he is present at some discussion of spiritually relevant
topics: he will take part in the debate as though he were fully equipped to do so; he will claim impressions as deep as the
others; he will not yield to any other man as regards intellectual proficiency or even religious stature. Thus he works himself
up, as it were, to a level which he has not reached in reality—and which he may not even be able to reach, so far as it is a
matter of natural capacities.

He is not without zeal; but that zeal is nourished at heart by pride. He misjudges the limitations of the natural talents which



God has lent him, and consequently lapses into pretense. He is fond of speaking of things which far transcend the limits of his
understanding; he behaves as though a mere mental or verbal reference to such subjects (however poorly implemented with
actual knowledge and penetration) would by itself amount to their intellectual possession. This cramped attitude of sham
spirituality is mostly underlain by an inferiority complex, or by a kind of infantile unconsciousness. Stupidity in its really
oppressive form is traceable to this pretension to appear something different from what one is in fact, and by no means to a
mere deficiency of intellectual gifts. A person who knows his position and confines himself to themes he does understand will,
for all his lack of acumen, never really produce the impression of stupidity, that is to say, his fellow men will not feel
embarrassed and exasperated by his intellectual weakness.

Both these attitudes—that of undue depression, and that of forced zeal, to put it briefly—are reprehensible. The supernatural
readiness to change steers clear of both these dangers. The man whom it governs is cognizant, at the same time, of his natural
limits and of the specific call which God has implanted in his soul. He refuses to flag, and to rest content with the lowest
potentialities in his individual nature; but neither does he strain to answer a false idealized concept of himself. While he is
conscious of his wretchedness, he will not sink into resignation; for he possesses a supernatural zeal for perfection, expecting
the supreme fructification of the talents which God has in reality entrusted to him from his transformation in Christ, rather than
from his own effort alone, Man must be sufficiently spirited to be ready to don his festive garment. Whatever his nature be like,
he will know that it is possible for him to become another man if he is rightly disposed for being created anew by Christ—
mindful of the words which the king in the parable addresses to his guest: “Friend, how earnest thou in hither not having on a
wedding garment?” (Matt. 22:12). The state of fluidity in relation to Christ, and the readiness to leave behind everything,
particularly one’s own self—such is the tissue of which the festive garment is woven.

Fidelity to error is not a virtue

There are few things more obstructive to that state of fluidity than a certain misconstrued ideal of fidelity often to be met
with. Some people attribute value to the attitude of stubborn adherence as such (adherence to an idea, or to an intellectual
milieu, in particular). Yet in reality it is adherence to truth and to genuine values only which is good; adherence to errors is a
bad thing. What claims our faithfulness is the presence of genuine values. Fidelity is but a manifestation of that continuity by
virtue of which we pay consideration to the immutability and the eternal significance of truth and of the world of values.

To abide by a thing inflexibly, merely because we have once believed in it and have come to love it, is not in itself a
praiseworthy attitude. It is only in reference to truth and to genuine value that unswerving loyalty is an obligation, and a virtue.
In regard to all errors and negative values (that is, evils in the widest sense of the term, but particularly in a morally relevant
sense) we have, on the contrary, the duty to break with what we formerly cherished and to withdraw our allegiance from them,
once we know them to be false and negative in value. Indeed, the obligation of fidelity in a formal and automatic sense must not
hamper our readiness to separate ourselves from such ideals or convictions, once we have serious reasons to doubt their
validity. There is only one fidelity to which we are absolutely committed: that is, fidelity towards God, the epitome of all
values, and towards everything that represents God and is instrumental to us in approaching Him.

Fidelity to persons vs. fidelity to ideas

This truth is frequently obscured by considerations of this order: “I should, after all, remain faithful to a person whom I have
loved, even though I cannot help discovering many negative values in him.” By analogy, it is inferred that an obligation of
fidelity exists also in regard to ideas, intellectual milieus, and cultural atmospheres which have formerly meant a great deal to
us and have become traditional with us. In reality, however, the situation is quite different in regard to ideological entities than
it is in regard to persons. A person, in statu viae, is never something as definitively and univocally fixed (concerning his
significance and value) as is an idea or an ideal. A person may grow and unfold, he may reform and perfect himself along lines
essentially unlimited in their design. Every human being incarnates a divine thought, and it is to this that my love for him in its
decisive spiritual aspect is directed. Hence, I may keep in communion with him even though there be revealed to me an entirely
new and higher world: for the latter may make a more basic objective appeal to him also, and that appeal may yet be carried to
him actually.

Moreover, all relationships between persons involve a kind of immanent promise which, however tacit, generates a binding
mutual claim; whereas in our relationships with nonpersonal entities that specific note is naturally absent. All interpersonal
relations are fraught with a kind of immanent obligation; the specific character of obligation differs according to the essential
quality and the objective meaning of the relationship in question; but in any such relationship a claim to fidelity remains. It is
not so with our relations to ideal entities and other nonpersonal things.

Nevertheless, true fidelity towards a person may on occasion impose on us the duty to withdraw altogether from contact with
him. In the case where he would constitute a threat to our fidelity to God, and when we on the other hand feel powerless to help
him, our breaking off relations with him is still consistent with our true fidelity towards him: it is destined to promote his
spiritual good as well as our own, and is therefore involved in our very love for him so far as love in a higher and ultimate



sense implies, above all, responsibility.

Frequently, however, the concept of fidelity towards persons is transferred uncritically to the world of ideas. The
unfortunate figure of speech, the Faith of our fathers, is misleading as to the motive for our fidelity towards the Faith; for what
can be decisive in this case is only the t7uth of the Faith, and not the accident that our fathers already happened to believe in it.
If this were not so, paganism in its turn could or should never have been supplanted by Christianity. Fidelity to ideas as such is
neutral in value only so long as we abstract from the question what ideas are at stake. In reality, there is only one fidelity which
is a strict duty: fidelity to truth, fidelity towards Christ.

Dangers of fidelity to false ideals

Not only is fidelity towards errors and false ideals a mistaken attitude; we are also bound to dissolve the bonds that unite us
with such cultural or human milieus as cannot withstand the test of confrontation with Christ. Often we cherish certain old and
familiar things, ensconcing ourselves in them as in a kind of home, merely because we have lived so long with them, and
particularly because they are connected with many memories of our childhood.

Thus, we suffer the world of Christ to penetrate us with its light only so far as it does not interfere with our safe residence in
that putative “home.” There is also the danger of attempting so to redraw and to humanize the face of Christ that it may fit into
the features of that home.

Many such humanizations and sentimental falsifications are to be found in so-called popular piety, and are expressed even in
certain hymns. We must have the readiness to relinquish such all-too-human substitutes, however comfortable we may feel
them. We must be filled with the desire to look into the unfalsified countenance of Christ as shown by the Church in her liturgy.
We must long to be lifted by Christ into His world, not try to drag Him down into ours. Whatever is of genuine value and
appropriate to His world we shall receive back from Him transfigured and resplendent with a new light.

Readiness to change is the core of our response to God

On the measure of our readiness to change depends the measure of our transformation in Christ. Unreserved readiness is an
indispensable precondition of the conception of Christ in our souls and it must endure with undiminished vigor all along the
path of our transformation. Beyond that, however, as we have seen, it constitutes a central response to Revelation, to God’s
epiphany in Christ, and to the call He has issued to us; and therefore, a high virtue by itself.

The significance and the value of such an attitude also appear from the fact that the better a man’s inward condition and the
more he feels touched by God the wider the doors of his heart will be opened and the readier he will show himself for being
changed. Whenever, on the contrary, some baser impulse gets the upper hand in a man’s soul, he will shut himself up, and the
doors will close again. He will harden and attempt to maintain himself.

There is a deep nexus between a kind, unrestrained attitude in general, and the state of fluidity, openness, and receptivity to
formative action from above. Still more is the act of free inward surrender to God inseparable from that state of fluidity and
receptivity; whereas, by bolting ourselves up and entrenching ourselves in our nature we stifle in our souls the growth of the
germs implanted by God, and an opposition to higher appeals will consequently arise in all domains.

The readiness to change is an essential aspect of the Christian’s basic relation with God; it forms the core of our response to
the merciful love of God which bends down upon us: “With eternal charity hath God loved us; so He hath drawn us, lifted from
the earth, to His merciful heart” (Antiphon of Praise, Feast of the Sacred Heart). To us all has the inexorable yet beatifying call
of Christ been addressed: Sequere me (“Follow Me”). Nor do we follow it unless, relinquishing everything, we say with St.
Paul: “Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?” (Acts 9:6).



Contrition

THE initial step of the soul’s meeting with God bears the mark of contrition. The man whose heart is smitten by the word of
Christ, whom Jesus’ face has brought to his knees, will at first say with St. Peter: “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O
Lord” (Luke 5:8). Confrontation of our own selves with God renders us conscious of our unworthiness and sinfulness.

That consciousness of sin fills us with pain: the guilt we have incurred burns our souls. Thus, with a contrite heart we fall on
our knees before God, exclaiming: “To Thee only have I sinned, and have done evil before Thee,”

It is in repenting our sins that we expressly repudiate evil, and revert to God. By the same token we also experience our sin
turning in enmity against us: “My sin is always against me” (Ps. 50:5). Without this basic revocation of our offenses against
God there can be no genuine surrender to Him; without a radical breach with our past sins we can evince no readiness to be
transformed by God, nor obey Christ’s call, sequere me. It is true penitence, it is contrition alone which thus melts the
encrusted heart so that that fluidity of which we have spoken becomes possible—and with it, reformation by Christ.

What is the essence, however, of true penitence?

Bad conscience is not the same as contrition

There exists a kind of bad conscience which must be sharply distinguished from penitence. We can well imagine a sinner
who, without being really penitent, suffers from a guilty conscience. He is oppressed with pangs of conscience: he is aware of
acting badly, and that awareness disturbs his peace and deprives him of inner harmony. Yet, he still refuses to capitulate; he
seeks to benumb his conscience, and clings to solidarity with his sins. This kind of sinner is typified by Macbeth, while sinners
like Richard IIT or Don Giovanni are not bothered by remorse at all. But remorse as such may involve no metanoia, no change
of heart. In spite of his bad conscience, a man may refuse to shift his position: he may persevere in deliberate identity with
himself as the author of his sins and, much though they oppress him, heap new sins upon the old ones. He may harden his heart
against remorse, being loath to reverse his path.

Contrition requires a repudiation of our past sins

In contradistinction to that attitude of soul, true penitence means a definite revulsion from one’s sins, and active repudiation
of them. It means a disavowal of the past, a relinquishment of one’s former position with its implication of sinning. He who is
seized by contrition repudiates his former self, and abandons his former position completely. He quits the fortress of self-
assertion, and casts off his armor. He humiliates himself, and submits to the voice of his conscience. The very disharmony
which reigns in his soul will be changed in its quality when he experiences contrition. The dull, passive feeling of depression,
poisoned with the note of inner discord and disintegration that results essentially from sin as such, will yield its place to the
vivid pain with which the person now reacts to his sin. His heart is transpierced by that pain; but at the same time it is already
illuminated by a ray of yearning toward the Good.

Contrition implies that we not only deplore the sin we have committed but condemn it expressly, denouncing, as it were, our
allegiance to it. We would revoke the wrong we have perpetrated. But immediately the consciousness of our impotence to do
so will dawn upon us: for we are not at liberty to undo the guilt engendered by our deed. We feel clearly that our change of
heart and our new orientation are unable to dissolve the sin and to erase the guilt. Therefore, unless it implies hope for God’s
mercy, contrition must lead to despair. Judas’ contrition was of this kind.

Contrition involves our surrender to God’s mercy

In true Christian penitence, there is always present a positive relation to God, grafted on the negation of sin. It forms in us an
attitude of self-effacement before God, and of surrender to Him. We are willing to do penance and to make atonement for our
sins; we offer ourselves to God so as to receive our just punishment, whatever it be, from His hands. Moreover, we seize, as it
were, the spear of atonement that is to transfix us, and cooperate with the gesture that represents God’s reaction to our sins.
Yet, confiding in God’s mercy which will open to us the path of reconciliation with Him, and believing in His power to erase
all guilt of sin, we also ask in penitence for His forgiveness.

True penitence makes appeal to God’s mercy, and solicits from Him the forgiveness of sin. While the Christian knows that
penitence by itself is unable to abolish the guilt, he also knows that “the Lamb of God hath taken away all sins”; and that for
Christ’s sake a merciful and almighty God, Who alone has the power of absolving from guilt, will pardon all who with a
contrite heart confess their guilt unto Him. That turning away from sin which is implicit in penitence also means, therefore, a
return toward God: a flight toward the refuge which is God’s mercy. Though we are conscious of having no claim to pardon—



as was the Prodigal Son, saying: “Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee: I am not worthy to be called thy son”
(Luke 15:18-49)—at the same time we put our trust in the incomprehensible forbearance and mercifulness of God. Such was
the penitence of David after his sin with Uriah’s wife (as contrasted to Adam’s consciousness of guilt, who after his fall, hid
himself from God, and sought to flee from Him). Such, again, was the penitence of St. Peter after his denial of Christ, when the
loving glance of Jesus transpierced his heart.

Christian contrition yearns for reconciliation with God

While the hope of reconciliation with God and His forgiveness of our guilt is not, properly speaking, an element of
contrition as such, it is essentially formative of the Christian’s contrition distinguishing it sharply from genuine repentance of
the purely natural order. The pain inherent in the consciousness of sin will not decrease thereby: on the contrary, in facing the
infinite charity and mercy of God it cannot but be greatly intensified. The pain, though deeper, will be more lightly colored, as
it were, and assume a quality of limpidity; it becomes a liberating pain of love. It is this kind of contrition only which calls
forth tears: to the dull contrition of despair, the gift of liberation which lies in weeping is denied; it may excite, at most, tears
of rage against oneself. We may contrast the tears with which St. Mary Magdalene washed the feet of the Lord with that dry,
despairing, dull contrition of a Judas which does not make the heart bleed but petrifies it.

Besides the pain aroused by contemplation of past sins, true penitence also implies a longing for reconciliation with God,
and a desire to walk once more in His paths. Thus, it contains not merely a reference to the past but a direction to the future as
well. That deep desire no more to separate ourselves from God is immanent to the change of heart which underlies penitence.
True, the concrete decision with God is not yet effected; nor is man able to obtain that reconciliation by his own force: it can
be achieved by God alone.

Contrition also renounces future sins

Nevertheless, penitence implies more than the condemnation of sins committed, and the gesture of their renunciation. It
implies more than the desire, ineffective by itself, to undo them. In addition to the inherent silent words, “How could I do
this?” true penitence also implies these further words, “I will never do this again”—that is to say, the renunciation of sin even
in regard to the future. Certainly this element is not present in full actuality; the reference to the past is formally predominant.
Still, inasmuch as it involves an essential renunciation of sin, penitence is also implicitly directed towards the future.

Repudiation of past sins is the very essence of contrition

This must not delude us, however, into undervaluing that repudiation of the past which is the prime characteristic of
contrition, and which renders it a sine gua non of true inner conversion. People who believe it sufficient to do no wrong
henceforth, while simply passing over their record of wrongdoings, will not truly reform. The amended conduct they may
display for the time being has something accidental about it. Being blind to the necessity of accepting responsibility for their
past misdeeds, and claiming as it were a right of prescription in regard to moral wrongs, they cannot have attained to a
conscious relationship with the world of moral values nor grasped the inexorable demand which emanates from that world.
Such persons have not yet reached the stage of moral adulthood. They have not yet seized the basic truth that man is not
responsible for his present behavior alone; that, according to the continuity which is essential to him, he remains in solidarity
with everything he has done until he disavows it expressly. When such people say, “Why should we bother about past things,
since we can no longer alter them?,” they merely prove that the call embodied in the world of moral values, which also
requires a disavowal of things that can no longer be undone, is still past their understanding, A genuine moral awakening and a
genuine movement toward God necessarily involve an active position toward wrongs perpetrated at a former period. True
contrition is impossible without arousing pain by the memory of each sin taken singly, together with one’s former attitude in
general, and without an express repudiation of past deeds.

Contrition requires us to seek God’s pardon

Nor is this all. A real change of heart also demands our consciousness of the fact that we cannot obtain a reconciliation with
God until the wrong is forgiven by Him, and atoned for by us. He who is really converted to God, and in His sight suddenly
understands his former position, also understands that his guilt separates him from God. He is unreconciled with God so long
as that guilt subsists, and lacks the power to conjure it away by himself. He knows that his repentance and remorse by
themselves, his disavowal of transgressions committed, his breach with his former life and his search for a new orientation are
insufficient to pull down the partition wall erected by his guilt which separates him from God. He knows that the guilt cannot
be abolished except by divine forgiveness, and that it is Christ Who “taketh away the sins of the world” and, finally, that Christ
spoke to St. Peter the words: “Whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth, it shall be loosed also in heaven” (Matt. 16:19). The



Christian knows that God has granted him the great gift of grace which is the sacrament of Penance. He has the certainty that, if
he penitently confesses his sins to the minister of God, Christ will erase his guilt, and will bridge the chasm that separates him,
as a sinner, from God. He knows that absolution by the priest clears away the obstacle to the unfolding of supernatural life in
his soul, thus raising him once more to the state of grace.

Objectively, even, contrition as such involves a radical inward change (and a change that cannot be accomplished without
contrition). The painful evocation and condemnation of past sins, the groping for a new basis of orientation, the movement of
reconversion to God—these aspects by themselves testify to an essential inward change. But all this is far from being
equivalent to an abolition of the guilt incurred. The disuniting effect of the latter persists, and continues to lie in the path of a
reconciliation with God. That guilt can only be eliminated by God’s act of pardon, and be compensated for by the blood of
Christ, of which it is said in the hymn of St. Thomas: “Of which a single drop, for sinners spilt, can purge the entire world from
all its guilt.”

The sacrament of Penance, strictly speaking, is not indispensable for redeeming man from his guilt. In regard to a venial sin,
the act of repentance itself may be an adequate substitute for the sacrament; in regard to a grave sin, an act of perfect contrition
may similarly suffice, provided that confession is impracticable—just as in the baptism of desire and the baptism of blood, an
inner act and a heroic action, respectively, may stand for the sacrament of Baptism. But even in such cases it is not the
indwelling force of the human act of penitence as such which abolishes the guilt: this is done, always and solely, by Christ
through His death on the Cross. The change of heart, as implied in contrition, merely opens the path for the influx of the
redeeming blood of Christ. Penitence reestablishes the link with Christ, by virtue of which the fruits of Christ’s deed of
redemption may be applied to us.

Even the penitence of the Prophets, and of all those who lived before Christ, did not achieve the removal of guilt on its own
strength: here, too, the forgiveness of guilt was due to the redeeming sacrifice of Christ.

Contrition contributes to a deeper change of heart

Yet, while penitence as such is incapable of actually securing absolution from sin, it does possess (as we have seen) an
objective efficacy for inward change, which is specific to it and which has no substitute. Subjectively, however—concerning
the penitent’s own state of consciousness, that is to say—he must be dominated by the feeling that without the abolition of his
guilt even his change of heart as such would lack reality, and that all his desire for becoming another man would remain
ineffectual unless his guilt be taken away first by the blood of Christ. It should be clearly understood that it is precisely this
subjective consciousness which conditions the objective reality of the change of heart implied in penitence. We encounter here
one of those mysterious paradoxes of the spiritual life to which Revelation alone provides us with the key, and to which the
eyes of the world will ever remain blind. They are all intimately related to these words of Jesus: “Every one that exalteth
himself, shall be humbled: and he that humbleth himself, shall be exalted” (Luke 18:14).

Contrition involves the yearning for sanctification

True penitence involves, furthermore, a burning desire not only for forgiveness of the guilt of sin but for purification and
sanctification, as well as the belief in their accomplishment by the grace of God. The prayer for pardon and for purification,
and the resolve never again to separate ourselves from God in the future proceed therefrom. There also exists a passive form of
penitence which includes hope for God’s mercy and pardon, but not for purification and sanctification. In his false humility,
this kind of penitent considers himself so hopelessly sinful that he dismisses the belief in his emendation as presumptuous. It
would seem to him that he can do no better than commend himself; in all his sinfulness, to the mercy of God, and endure all the
misery of sin with patience. In its Lutheran version, the dogmatic concept of justification appears to foster such a purely
passive repentance. For Luther knows no purification and sanctification but merely a non-imputation of our sins for the sake of
Christ. This purely passive repentance—the contrary extreme, as it were, to that other error of considering a good resolution
for the future sufficient, and contrition superfluous—generates no resolution to begin a new life in Christ.

Yet, he who is filled with true penitence will not only say to God: “Turn away Thy face from my sins, and blot out all my
iniquities,” but continue thus: “Create a clean heart in me, O God: and renew a right spirit within my bowels. . . . Restore unto
me the joy of Thy salvation, and strengthen me with a perfect spirit.” The true Christian, though mindful of the fact that left to
himself he would fall again and again, also knows that in Baptism he has received from Christ a supernatural principle of holy
life, and that through God’s grace he shall—and can—become a new man. He knows that God wills his cooperation in this
process of transformation: “He Who hath created thee without thee, will not justify thee without thee” (St. Augustine, Sermo
169.13).

Contrition does not paralyze the Christian, nor does it deprive him of fortitude. In his act of penitence he will contemplate,
not so much his own weakness as the merciful arms of God that are extended to receive him into His holiness, and the force
that rises in him once he throws himself into the arms of God. He knows contrition to be the necessary precondition to any
purification and sanctification, seeing that any resolve not born of the pain of contrition is condemned to shallowness and



sterility because it is not rooted in the ultimate depths of the soul nor conceived out of an ultimate surrender to God. Contrition
alone may thus melt our hearts so as to enable us to receive and preserve the imprint of a basic new orientation towards God.

The true Christian says with David, “A sacrifice to God is an afflicted spirit: a contrite and humbled heart, O God, Thou
wilt not despise” (Ps. 50:19). From contrition thus experienced there will arise in him the genuine and heroic determination to
become a new man. That kind of contrition alone enables him again to anchor himself in God. It is against the background of his
weakness and wretchedness that he forms the resolution, cleansed of all illusions and conceived in holy sobriety, never again
to separate himself from God, that he assumes the holy courage to put off, with God’s help, the o/d man, and to put on the new
man in Christ.

“Lord God, King of heaven and earth: deign to guide and to sanctify, to direct and to govern today our hearts and our bodies,
our thoughts, our words and our works according to Thy law and in fulfillment of Thy mandates: so that with Thy help we
become saved and free, here and in eternity, Savior of the world” (Prayer from the Prime of the Breviary).

Contrition is a form of radical self-surrender

The aspect which is entirely specific to true penitence is that of radical self-surrender. Pride and obduracy melt away. The
natural tendency to self-assertion which is otherwise so firmly fixed in our nature—and which makes us reluctant to admit a
wrong we have done or to ask a person whom we have wronged to forgive us—is renounced by the penitent. He surrenders
himself in humble charity. The tight impermeability of his soul toward God and his fellow creatures disappears. The spasm of
dogmatic obstinacy, forcing him always to defend his position, is relaxed. He assumes a state of mind receptive to the Good in
all its forms; he divests himself of all self-preservation to the point of full defenselessness.

Contrition awakens our soul in its depths

But to that moral process in breadth, as it were, corresponds a no less decisive one in depth. Contrition arouses us from the
sleep of unspiritual existence, from what might be called a mere /iving away. It awakens us to a keen consciousness of the
things that ultimately matter: the metaphysical situation of man, considered in its full gravity; our status under God’s law, and
our character as confronted with Him; the task and the responsibility imposed on us by God; the importance of our earthly life
for our eternal destiny. Contrition causes us to withdraw from our peripheral interests and to concentrate on the depths. It is in
contrition that we respond to the infinite soliness of our absolute Lord, the eternal Judge, whose judgment we cannot evade;
and on the other hand, to our own sinfulness.

Contrition imparts moral beauty to the soul

That is why contrition embodies the primal word of fallen man addressing God. Not only is it indispensable for our
transformation in Christ and our acquisition of that fluid quality which renders us susceptible of such a transformation; it also
imparts to the soul of man a unique character of beauty. For it is in contrition that the new fundamental attitude of a humble and
reverent charity becomes dominant and manifest, that man abandons the fortress of pride and self-sovereignty, and leaves the
dreamland of levity and complacency, repairing to the place where he faces God in reality.

Therefore did Our Lord speak the words: “Even so there shall be joy in heaven upon one sinner that doeth penance, more
than upon ninety-nine just who need not penance” (Luke 15:7). By the just are meant neither the saints on the one hand nor the
Pharisees on the other, but persons who, while leading a correct life and avoiding all transgressions in the strict sense of the
term, never come to achieve that full surrender to God which (in a humanity tainted with original sin) is possible in contrition
alone. Such persons are anxious to keep God’s commandments but they never discover the immense, unbridgeable abyss that
separates the holiness of God from our sinfulness. Full self-surrender and the renunciation of all self-assertion (however
hidden); the spiritual position of standing naked before God and throwing oneself altogether upon His mercy—these are things
beyond their range of experience. They fail to become entirely conscious of the metaphysical situation of man; they never so
radically relinquish their own selves as does man in the throes of contrition; they never open themselves so unreservedly in
humility and charity, nor do they ever assess the full gravity of our destiny before the face of God. They never descend so low
as to be lifted up by God.

With this type of just persons, we may contrast the image of Mary Magdalene the public sinner, as she, stricken to her knees
by the sight of Jesus, washes His feet with her tears. We perceive the new life nascent in her contrite soul. We sense the
response of her heart, softened by the melting fire of humility and charity. It is to her, the repentant sinner, and not to Simon
who sat beside Him in the consciousness of not having offended God, that Jesus spoke: “Thy faith hath made thee safe, go in
peace” (Luke 7:50). And she it was who before all others was found worthy to announce to the Apostles the Resurrection of
the Lord.



Self-Knowledge

IF unconditional readiness to change and true penitence constitute the first foundations of our progress towards the goal which
God’s mercy has assigned to us—our transformation in Christ—the next decisive step along that road is the acquisition of self-
knowledge.

Self-knowledge is prerequisite to our inner reformation

So long as a man is ignorant of his defects and of their real nature, all his endeavor (be it ever so laudable) to overcome
those defects will end in failure. Not infrequently we meet persons who, while sincerely bent on reforming, direct all their
attention to merely imaginary faults of theirs, thus fighting against windmills and leaving their real defects untouched. In
monastic life this danger is prevented by the discipline specific to a religious order. By his superior to whom he owes
obedience, the monk’s attention is directed to his real shortcomings and imperfections (including potential dangers) even
before he is clearly aware of them himself. The monk or nun begins the struggle with his or her nature in a spirit of obedience,
fighting this or that defect according to the superior’s instructions, though perhaps at first unaware of its actual presence.
Herein lies one of the great means for the process of transformation with which monastic life provides the individual.
Nevertheless, the final accomplishment of our transformation—the total uprooting of our vices, the levelling of hills and filling
up of valleys—requires a thorough knowledge of our defects. We must beware of neglecting the basic part played by
intelligence in our psychic life. For all volitional acts are conditioned by cognitive apprehension. The radical extirpation of a
defect of character requires an interior knowledge of that defect. To be sure, we are not likely to attain true self-knowledge
unless we are already engaged in combatting our bad qualities, though it be from obedience only to extrinsic authority. Still, in
order to bring that fight to a successful close, from a certain stage onwards we must be equipped with an interior knowledge of
our faults: for not otherwise can we overcome them in a radical and comprehensive sense.

Neutral self-knowledge does not help moral progress

However, the term self-knowledge may refer to rather different things. While true self-knowledge is an important instrument
of sanctification, there is also such a thing as a spurious and sterile kind of self-knowledge which is apt to ensnare us into an
attitude of egotism far worse than the natural one.

Whenever we take a purely psychological interest in ourselves and thus analyze our character in the manner of mere
spectators, we pursue a false and sterile self-knowledge. We then envisage our character not by any standard of good and evil,
but in entire neutrality as though we were analyzing some phenomenon of exterior nature. We leave our solidarity with our
character to one side, and look upon ourselves as though we were observing some odd stranger. The fact that the person in
question happens to be ourselves merely intensifies our curiosity, without changing its quality. We experience ourselves as we
would a character in a novel, without in any way feeling responsible for his defects. Nay, as it will presently be shown, such
an attitude prevents us altogether from comprehending those defects in their specific moral meaning and import. For, given an
essentially amoral frame of reference (as implied by the pursuit of neutral self-knowledge), we are of necessity precluded from
consideration of the true significance of our person. First, we are denied the capacity to understand completely a person as
such. So far as a person is concerned—that is, a free being capable of rational behavior for which its relationship with God
and the world of values is basic and constitutive—appropriate presentation itself is inseparable from appreciation. Secondly,
we are even less able to take an adequate view of our own person in regard to the fact that it is our own, since our method of
analysis debars us from experiencing responsibility for that person’s conduct. This method involves a fundamental falsification
of the perspective in which to place our object of research. It is an arbitrary mutilation of our pattern of comprehension which
is sure to warp our vision and to distort our picture.

This type of self-knowledge is not rooted in any willingness to change, and so it is completely sterile from the standpoint of
moral progress. People who are wont to diagnose their blemishes in this neutral and purely psychological mood will draw
from such discoveries no increased power to overcome their defects. On the contrary, such an indolently neutral self-
knowledge will make them even more inclined to resign themselves to those defects as a matter of course. They are more
remote from the chance of curing those ills than they would be if they knew nothing about them. They are often disposed to
admit their faults overtly, without restraint or reticence: not however from the motive of humility, nor under the impulse of
guilt-consciousness, but because they pique themselves on presenting their vices, a psychologically absorbing sight.

Psychoanalysis reveals a similarly sterile and destructive conception of self-knowledge. Its adherents believe themselves to
possess a particular capacity for objective self-knowledge, thanks to their elimination of all value viewpoints and their



methodic principle of treating matters of intimate human psychology as objects of pure science. The truth is that such a
neutrality of outlook, being completely out of tune with the subject treated, precludes the exploration of the depths of
personality, and makes adequate self-knowledge impossible. The real nature of a person’s attitudes and decisions and of their
spiritual origins can only be comprehended by us if we take our departure from the dialogic situation between subject and
object: interpreting his object-references as acts of response. And that remains true, of course, if the person in question is
ourselves. Once we disregard the content of meaning and value of the object to which our attitudes are directed, the very
meaning of the attitude itself will become impenetrable to our gaze and all our hypotheses as to its origins will be mere
arbitrary guesswork devoid of reality.

Thus, any scientific approach in the sense of a purely immanent psychology (built on a disregard of that constitutive trait of
object-reference) must fail. It is doomed to fall short of achieving anything like an adequate self-knowledge. Unless we take
account of the object that affects us and elicits a response on our part, we are essentially incapable of a pertinent analysis of
our experiences. The obsession with a neutral approach brings in its train a general disfigurement of what we pretend to
describe faithfully. Everything is flattened out and deprived of its dimension of depth; our deliberate blindness to the inherent
meaning of a psychic act compels us to interpret it in terms of mechanical causation, thus dismissing the essential and holding
onto the accidental, if not the imaginary.

The inadequacy of this kind of self-knowledge is confirmed by the test of its application to psychotherapy, which has proved
highly unsuccessful. If diagnosis itself is dependent on a consideration of the intentional relation to the object, the same is even
truer with respect to the overcoming of faults even if they be envisaged from a medical rather than from a moral point of view.
What matters most, however, is the complete inability of this method of approach to provide us with any knowledge of a really
decisive kind concerning the question as to whether or not a quality, a disposition, or an attitude is positive in value and can
stand the test of confrontation with God. That neutral way of looking on things presents to us a shadowy counterpart of the real
situation, devoid of the latter’s inherent gravity. The awful problem, with its immense burden of responsibility, as to whether
our conduct offends God or conforms to the divine order, is degraded to a psychologically interesting affair. Such a sterilized
self-knowledge, empty of repentance and guilt-consciousness, is absolutely unfit for invigorating our endeavor to weed out our
vices and debilities.

Fruitful self-knowledge calls us to a confrontation with God

The only fruitful self-knowledge, and the only true one, is that which grows out of man’s self-confrontation with God. We
must first look at God and His immeasurable glory, and then put the question: “Who art Thou, and who am 1?”” We must speak
with St. Augustine: “Could I but know Thee, I should know myself.” It is only in recognition of our metaphysical situation, only
in awareness of our destiny and our vocation that we can become truly cognizant of ourselves. Only the light of God and His
challenge to us can open our eyes to all our shortcomings and deficiencies, impressing upon us the discrepancy between what
we ought to be and what we are. Contemplation of one’s own self in this light is animated by a profound earnestness; it is
vastly different from all species of a neutral and purely psychological self-analysis.

He who seeks for self-knowledge in that true sense of the word regards his own nature, not as an unchangeable datum or a
curiosity to be studied without any implication of responsibility, but as a thing which demands to be changed, and for whose
qualities and manifestations he is accountable. Self-knowledge in this sense presupposes the readiness to change. We take an
interest in what we are because we are determined to become new men in Christ. Here is no place for idle curiosity, nor for
the egoistic fixation on oneself as a paramount theme. It is for the sake of God that we would become better men; and because
we would become so we inquire about our present state and condition. That basic attitude of a solemn confrontation with God
—the motif which in a unique way pervades the Liturgy of the Church—is fitted, better than any other, to make us sensitive to
values and to present us with a picture of our defects stripped of any illusions. It is an attitude which we cannot maintain while
playing, at the same time, the part of unconcerned spectators. It presupposes a penitent disposition; and, in its turn, necessarily
gives birth to contrition: in the Confiteor it finds its supreme expression.

Readiness to change renders self-knowledge fruitful

Self-knowledge thus understood, as contrasted with its false counterpart, is not destructive but fruitful. Because it is founded
in our readiness to change, it implies the discovery of any defect of ours to be the first step towards its elimination. However
painfully the revelation of the patches of darkness in our soul may affect us, it will always lack the discouraging and depressi