PRESENTATION #2 FOR FUN MANUAL WORKSHOP - CONVERSION
1.  The evangelist Mark, in his Gospel, underlines what conversion is based on the call of the first disciples.  After Jesus called them to follow Him, the Gospel tells us:  “Immediately they left their nets and followed him.”  Thus conversion is a leaving and a following.  It is a “leaving” of our old lifestyle, of our selfishness and self-centeredness and a following of Jesus Christ in the charism of Francis.  

2.  Part of the conversion experience is answering the question:  “Who am I?” and then “Who will I be?”  Conversion is rooted in the love of God for us.  The first change is not brought about by man who goes towards God, but by God who goes towards man.  It is this movement of grace and communion which makes change in ourselves possible.  Therefore, conversion is a response, a response which requires total change in ourselves.  It is theological in that it is centered on God.  We can only discover the extent and direction of our change by comparing the change with the person of Christ, rather than measuring the change with personal standards or with those of other people.  The journey of conversion must be characterized by a constant return to the truth of a life according to the form of the Holy Gospel.  That constant return to the truth is our renewal of our own rapport with Jesus Christ, as our Friend.
3.  Jesus said, in Mark:  “The time IS fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God IS near; BE CONVERTED and BELIEVE the Gospel.”  The first verb used (twice), “IS”, is an indicative - if you remember enough English grammar learned in school to remember that term!  “The time IS fulfilled and the Kingdom of God IS near.”  This is the announcing of a fact, the offer of the gift of God which opens up for us new possibilities of life and understanding.  After the indicative comes the imperative - a command:  “BE CONVERTED”.  This is the response to the gift. 
4.  You remember in the Gospel where Peter made his confession that Jesus was the Messiah, immediately followed by the first foretelling of the passion and the conditions for following Christ - which Peter rejected, resulting in Jesus saying what??? (“Get thee behind me, Satan.”)  On the one hand there is the faith of Peter who confesses Christ to be the Son of the living God.  On the other hand, there is the incomprehension of Peter at the foretelling of the Cross.  The contrast shows the clash between true faith and apparent faith.  True faith recognizes and accepts the way of the cross, a way that requires commitment of our whole existence to Jesus Christ.  Apparent faith, on the other hand, is where one simply confesses that Jesus is the Messiah and that Jesus is the Son of God.  Thus, we need a conversion in the depths of our being, so that we live with true faith, committing our whole existence to Christ, rather than giving in to the temptation simply to “define” Christ.
5.  Thus Christ is not understood by way of definition, but by way of conformity to Him and transformation into His image.  That requires a total change of our thoughts, our feelings, our beliefs, our actions and our goals.
6.  There are 3 conditions given for following Christ - for conversion, from Jesus’ own words:  “If anyone wants to come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  Those words concern all Christians.  And they refer to everyday life and not just some particular moments.  The first condition, then, is to “deny ourselves.”  That means saying no to ourselves, not recognizing ourselves any longer as the person we had been; considering ourselves like a stranger, to disown ourselves; to repudiate what we used to be, with all its old interest, ideals, value.  It requires a reveral, an overturning of our perspectives. It means renouncing all personal projects in order to welcome the project of Jesus.  To deny ourselves is to remove our ego from the center of attention and eradicate it in order to place God at the center.  This implies a “death”:  a dying to our own logic, our own habits, our own points of view, ideals, dreams, etc., - in order to rest naked, like Francis, on the naked earth.  To die to oneself means an expropriation of self; it means no longer existing for ourself, no longer belonging to ourself in order to be able to give ourself to others.
The 2nd condition is to “take up our cross”.  To fully understand this, we need to start with the understanding of the people who would have heard Jesus at the time.  His words would have evoked in their minds the picture of the condemned carrying that crossbeam of the cross through the crowded streets, so that they could receive the curses of everyone.  In this focus, the disciple becomes one condemned by the common mentality of the world, by the “common sense” of people.  The disciple is an object of derision, a renegade, to the “right thinkers” of this world.  We must take up OUR cross, not someone else’s.  [Remember the story of the man who complained to God that the cross he was carrying was too heavy? And God took him to a room full of crosses and let him pick any one he wanted, and he ended up picking the one he’d had to start with?]  We have to TAKE up our cross, not “make up” one.  The cross is a certainty.  We don’t need to make one up.  It will come.
7.   The 3rd condition is “Follow Him.”  The verb used by all four evangelists expresses a conformity of life.  So this means a full and total involvement of our life.  It is a following which binds us to the Master.  This communion with Him is living, permanent, and personal.  It means that we share feelings, ideals, work, friendships, anxieties, struggles, sufferings - everything - with Christ, because He asks to fill the whole of our lives with His life.  It involves undoing every bond in order to be bound to Christ.
8.  From a theological overturning of our life, that is, conversion of our inner self, we go to a second overturning of our life, spoken of as an anthropological overturning.  It means a change in how we live our life outwardly.  We must move from an existence lived according to our own desires to one lived as a gift from God.  The disciple can’t have a different destiny from the Master.  In the account of the Passion, the synoptic Gospels say:  “Peter followed Jesus from a distance.”  But it’s not possible to follow Him from a distance.  He asks us to follow Him closely and without looking back.  We can’t follow Jesus from a distance and at the same time keep outselves safe.  Nor can we stand with Jesus and have different ideas from His.  The Cross is the revelation of the Son of God who freely gives himself.  The heart of Christian truth is not the gift of man to God - as Peter thought when he said he would give his life for Christ - but the gift of God to man.

The profound sense of Gospel conversion is rooted in this “like Jesus” requirement, because this “life” is the most demanding and surprising element of the Christian life; it is not a living and dying for God, but rather, to become a transparency of God’s live for all men.  This binding ourselves to Christ by conforming to his Mystery and becoming His transparency, is an expression of love which is only possible if we become inflamed with love for Him.
Intro to #9:   Let us listen to Francis who speaks to us about that love:


“With our whole heart, our whole soul, our whole mind, with our whole strength and fortitude, with our whole understanding, with all our powers, with every effort, every affection, with all our deepest feelings, with every desire and wish, let us all love the Lord our God.”

Heart, soul, mind, intelligence, strength - all need to be focused on God.
9.  We see these words in Francis’ Paraphrase on the Our Father:  (Read off the slide).

10.  (Read off the slide.)

11.  This is an insistence which leaves no room for compromise:  we must be completely engaged in loving God and giving ourselves wholly to Him.  Francis speaks of this in his burning exhortation to his preistbrothers who administer the Mystery of the Eucharist with their own hands:


“Hold back nothing of yourselves for yourselves, that He who gives Himself totally to you may receive you totally.”
That is followed by his words about the urgency of excluding all that may distract us from being with God:


“Therefore let us desire nothing else, let us want nothing else, let nothing else please us and cause us delight, except our Creator, Redeemer and Saviour, the only true God, who is the fullness of good, all good, every good, the true and supreme good, who alone is good, merciful, gentle, delightful and sweet, who alone is holy, just, true, holy and upright, who alone is kind, innocent clean, from whom, through whom, and in whom is all pardon, all grace, all glory of all penitents and just ones, of all the blessed rejoicing together in heaven.”

12.  Brothers and sisters, there is nothing else to do but to seek, with all our strength, to please God always and to cling to Him .  God and the faithful soul are like two beings inseparably united in the same being, in the same love to constitute almost “one flesh”.  “He who unites himself with God forms with Him one spirit”.  Only this Love is necessary and only in IT are we made complete.  This is the true conversion for every Secular Franciscan.  [Read from slide - add as you choose.]
