





154 The Seminary Course in Convert Work

ments and to help them grow in knowledge and practice of the faith,
a balanced program of intellectual, spiritual and social activities is
provided. Similar work by Father Niemarber’s Guild of St. Paul in
Lexington, Ky., and the St. Paul’s Guild in New York were also
described.

Father Alban McGuire, O.F.M., Holy Name College, Washing-
ton, referred to the special difficulties connected with the instruction
of skeptics. Some unbelievers are militantly opposed to religion;
others are reluctant skeptics who wish they could believe. In gen-
eral, they dislike organized religion (largely from experience with
Protestantism); they are profoundly disturbed by physical and
moral evil, and they hold that we can attain certainty only by labora-
tory methods of proof. They charge believers with being over-
credulous, and vastly misunderstand the Christian Mysteries. By
stressing Catholic respect for reason and an objective exposition of
our beliefs, they can gradually see the force of the preambles to
faith.

Replying to Father Edmond Benard, of the Catholic University,
Father McGinn explained that Paulist seminarians select convert-
autobiographies from an approved list. Each book approved is recom-
mended for the degree of insight it reveals concerning the process
leading to conversion. Class lectures indicate clues as to what to
seek in these volumes: how to classify inquirers; adherence to or
deviation from a basic psychological pattern; the influence of super-
natural factors; how Catholics or non-Catholics help or hinder;
specific difficulties and how they were surmounted; the influence of
literature; how they actually came to conviction, etc.

Answering Father James Griffen, S.J., Woodstock, Md., Father
McGinn replied that many seminary rectors revealed concern over
the teaching of Apologetics. Students sometimes conclude that a
rational demonstration of itself will actually lead men to conviction.
Scientific Apologetics, a part of Fundamental Theology, demonstrates
the divine mission of the Church, and thus performs superbly a
necessary service for the Church and for theology. And the semi-
narian must master this subject. But he should be warned that, in
practice, few men come to conviction solely by reasoned argument.
The convert-maker must also master the art of apologetics, by which
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he applies those arguments best suited to impress individual persons
in view of their background, temperament, and predispositions. It is
a troubled, emotional, capricious human person who is to be con-
vinced and all this will affect his appreciation of the case we present
to him.

Father L. A. McCann, C.S.B., Windsor, Ont., finds that many
inquirers are uneducated and lacking in spiritual sense; he asked if
priests are justified in prolonging their instruction. The discussion
leader recommended T/e Adolescent and the Convert by Father John
P. Murphy which treats this problem. The writer believes many
converts are received too hastily today, and explains how in the
early Catechumenate the environment, motives and character of the
neophyte determined the duration of his instruction. Father McGinn
believed that, aside from exceptional cases, a course of twenty-four
lectures for three months would ordinarily suffice. The first instruc-
tion should tactfully advise the neophyte how to inquire, behave and
pray as a preparation for faith. Each subsequent lesson should con-
tain some spiritual note, as awakening doctrinal conviction should
lead to appropriate religious practice. A conducted tour of the church,
and advising visits to the Blessed Sacrament, attendance at services,
the use of a prayer book, and moral improvement—should encourage
them to adopt many Catholic practices long before reception. The
early Catechumenate with its balance of instruction, asceticism and
gradual participation in the Christian Mysteries is the ideal.

Father Benard asked whether Bishop Whalen of Montreal, who
vigorously advocates training for convert-making, has offered a de-
tailed plan. Since the bishop’s recommendations were embodied in a
single address, he could indicate only some main features of a more
systematic approach to convert-making. He stresses the following
points: convert-making (aside from God’s grace) is a science; the
need of good methods; the importance of classifying our inquirers:
convert-making is also an art; the need of establishing early the
teaching authority of the Church; the personality of Christ as a point
of reference for all the instructions.

Father Edward Carlson, O.P., of River Forest, pointed to a
difficulty confronting the teacher of Apologetics. If he confines
himself to the practical aim of winning converts, the seminarian
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will receive an inadequate introduction to the study of theology.
If the professor concentrates exclusively on scientific apologetics,
the future priest may place too much reliance on a purely rational
demonstration. Father McGinn felt that this real difficulty empha-
sizes the advisability of a seminary course in convert work. Such a
course deals with the practical aspects of the subject, allowing the
professor of Apologetics to treat his subject scientifically with occa-
sional, appropriate efforts at correlation with the course in convert
work.

Father J. J. McLarney, O.P., Somerset, Ohio, the Chairman of
this Seminar, stressed two points. 1. We should be discriminating in
our discussions regarding the Holiness of the Church. Some Cath-
olics are unholy; many non-Catholics lead exemplary lives. We
often seem to underestimate the moral excellence of some outside
the Church; and sometimes seem to minimize the fact of scandal
among Catholics. 2. Secure in the possession of the truth, a priest
may unconsciously take a superior air with those who sincerely
search for truth. Christ’s Church is indeed incomparably holy. But
the wicked or mediocre Catholic is all too common. Hence, with
candor and frankness we should admit Catholic deficiencies as does
the New Testament. Rosalind Murray dwells at length on these
matters in The Good Pagan’s Failure, but especially in The Further
Journey. Father McGinn remarked that in the preliminary instruc-
tion, it is advisable to stress the fact that faith is an unmerited gift
and not a sign of superior intelligence or an indication of holiness.
Catholics make large claims for their Church; but the individual
Catholic must be humble and grateful to God for faith and the gifts
which flow from it.

Father Gustave Weigel, S.J., Woodstock, Md., offered an excel-
lent suggestion out of his profound, life-long interest in the subject
of this seminar. He felt that some seminaries might find it difficult
to provide an instructor with the theoretical knowledge and practical
experience required for a course in convert work. He urged the
holding of “Institutes” in our seminaries by competent lecturers on
the basic phases of winning converts.



