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Abstract 

This article explores the psycho-spiritual transformation of St. Paul 

through an interdisciplinary framework that integrates Christian 
theology with contemporary psychological theories. Drawing on 

Bernard Lonergan’s concept of self-transcendence and Herbert 

Kelman’s model of motivational processes: compliance, identification, 
and internalisation, the study examines Paul’s journey from a Pharisaic 

persecutor to a Christ-centred apostle. His transformation is interpreted 

as a movement from externally driven conformity to deeply 

internalised conviction rooted in divine grace. The article highlights 
the dynamic tension between self-centred motivations and value-

oriented aspirations, ultimately resolved through theocentric self-

transcendence. Paul’s deepening union with Christ is further explored 
through themes such as dying to self, living in Christ, becoming the 

“aroma of Christ,” and fostering an inclusive Church. By integrating 

biblical insights with psychological concepts such as cognitive 

restructuring, resilience, and relational support, the study demonstrates 
how grace facilitates both spiritual renewal and psychological 

integration. Paul’s life thus becomes a powerful model for Christian 

psycho-spiritual formation, emphasising that authentic transformation 
emerges through cooperation with divine grace rather than mere human 

effort. 

Keywords: Psycho-spiritual transformation, Self-transcendence, 

Internalisation, Divine grace, Psychological integration 
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Introduction 

The life of St. Paul stands as one of the most compelling narratives of 

transformation in both Christian theology and human psychology. His 

journey from Saul, the zealous persecutor of Christians, to Paul, the 

apostle of Christ, is not merely a historical or theological event but a 

profound illustration of inner transformation that encompasses 

cognitive, emotional, moral, and spiritual dimensions. Transformation, 

in its deepest sense, involves a reorientation of one’s identity, 

motivations, and purpose. In Paul’s case, this transformation is marked 

by a radical shift from legalistic zeal rooted in Pharisaic tradition to a 

life grounded in grace, love, and communion with Christ. This shift 

invites a deeper exploration: what drives such a transformation? How 

does a person move from external conformity to internal conviction? 

Moreover, how can this transformation be understood in light of both 

theology and psychology? 

This article attempts to answer these questions by integrating 

theological insights with psychological frameworks. Bernard 

Lonergan’s theory of self-transcendence provides a foundational 

understanding of human development as a dynamic process of moving 

beyond oneself toward truth, goodness, and, ultimately, God. Herbert 

Kelman’s model of compliance, identification, and internalisation 

offers a psychological lens through which Paul’s transformation can be 

analysed as a progression in motivation. This study engages with 

contemporary psychological perspectives such as cognitive-

behavioural processes, resilience, and relational support, and 

demonstrates how Paul’s transformation reflects universal principles 

of human growth. By examining Paul’s journey through both biblical 

and psychological lenses, this article highlights the relevance of his 

experience for modern Christian psycho-spiritual formation. Paul’s 

conversion can be interpreted as a shift from socially reinforced 

religious compliance to grace-enabled internalisation, and this provides 

a model for Christian psycho-spiritual formation. 

Motivation from Values: Theocentric Self-Transcendence 

The concept of self-transcendence lies at the heart of human 

development and spiritual growth. It refers to the human person's 

capacity to move beyond immediate self-interest toward higher values 

such as truth, goodness, and love. This movement is not automatic but 

involves a conscious and dynamic process that integrates various 

dimensions of human experience. 
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According to Lonergan (1992), human development unfolds through a 

structured pattern of operations: experience, understanding, judgment, 

and decision. Each stage is driven by questions, questions for 

intelligence, reflection, and deliberation, that propel the individual 

toward deeper awareness and integration. This process is inherently 

dynamic, pushing the person beyond superficial appearances toward a 

grasp of reality. Intellectual self-transcendence enables individuals to 

seek truth beyond subjective impressions. It involves critical thinking, 

questioning assumptions, and forming judgments that align with 

reality. However, intellectual growth alone is insufficient. Moral self-

transcendence follows, wherein individuals seek the good beyond 

personal advantage. This stage involves a shift from self-centeredness 

to value-centred living, where decisions are guided by objective values 

rather than immediate desires (Rulla et al., 2001). 

The highest form of self-transcendence is found in love, particularly 

divine love. Love integrates knowledge and morality, directing the 

whole person toward communion with God. It is through love that 

human beings experience their deepest fulfilment, as love transcends 

all limitations and unites the individual with the ultimate source of 

meaning. Philosophical traditions have offered different interpretations 

of self-transcendence. Egocentric models emphasise self-actualisation, 

focusing on personal growth and fulfilment. While valuable, these 

approaches often remain limited by their focus on the individual self. 

Social-philanthropic models, on the other hand, emphasise service to 

others and the common good. Although these models broaden the 

scope of concern, they may still fail to address the deepest existential 

questions of meaning and purpose (Mondin, 1985). 

Theocentric self-transcendence offers a more comprehensive 

perspective. It posits that the ultimate fulfilment of human desire lies 

in God. Human beings are inherently oriented toward the divine, and 

their deepest aspirations can only be satisfied through union with God. 

This understanding is affirmed by both theological and philosophical 

traditions, which recognise God as the ultimate ground and goal of 

human existence. Lonergan (1990) further elaborates on the internal 

dynamics of self-transcendence by identifying a fundamental tension 

within human motivation: the tension between what is “important-for-

me” and what is “important-in-itself.” The former is associated with 

personal needs, desires, and emotional responses, while the latter is 

linked to objective values and rational judgment. This tension creates 

a dialectical process within the human person. On one hand, 
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individuals are drawn toward self-centred concerns; on the other hand, 

they are called toward higher values that transcend personal interest. 

The process of self-transcendence involves navigating this tension and 

gradually aligning oneself with what is truly good, true, and 

meaningful. In the context of Christian spirituality, this alignment is 

ultimately directed toward God. Theocentric self-transcendence 

represents the culmination of this process, in which the individual 

recognises God as the ultimate value and surrenders to divine grace. 

This surrender is not passive but involves active cooperation with 

grace, requiring effort, discernment, and perseverance. 

However, the journey of self-transcendence is not without challenges. 

Unconscious motivations, personal attachments, and internal conflicts 

can hinder progress. The human person often experiences resistance to 

change, as moving beyond oneself requires letting go of familiar 

patterns and embracing uncertainty. Despite these challenges, the call 

to self-transcendence remains a fundamental aspect of human 

existence. Paul’s life provides a vivid illustration of this process. His 

journey reflects the tension between self-centred motivations and 

value-oriented aspirations, ultimately resolved through a theocentric 

orientation. His transformation demonstrates that true fulfilment is 

found not in self-centred pursuits but in surrender to God’s grace. 

Motivation in the Transformation from Persecutor to Persecuted 

Motivation plays a central role in shaping human behaviour and 

identity. It determines why individuals act in certain ways and how 

they adopt beliefs and values. Herbert Kelman’s (1958, 1974) model 

of compliance, identification, and internalisation offers a valuable 

framework for understanding the progression of motivation from 

external influence to internal conviction. 

Paul’s transformation can be analysed through this framework, 

revealing a gradual shift in his motivational structure. Initially, Saul’s 

actions were driven by a desire to comply, as he conformed to the 

expectations of his religious community. His identity was rooted in 

external validation, and his behaviour was shaped by the desire to 

maintain his status as a devout Pharisee. The encounter with Christ on 

the road to Damascus marked a turning point, initiating a movement 

toward identification with Christ. Saul began to align himself with 

Christ, not merely out of obligation but out of a growing relational 

connection. This stage marks a transitional phase in which external 

influences begin to reshape internal motivations. Ultimately, Paul’s 
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transformation reached the stage of internalisation, in which his beliefs 

became fully integrated into his identity. His commitment to Christ was 

no longer dependent on external factors but was rooted in deep personal 

conviction. This progression illustrates the movement from external 

conformity to authentic transformation. 

Compliance 

Compliance represents the most external level of motivation. It 

involves adopting behaviours to gain rewards or avoid punishment, 

often without internal agreement (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In this stage, 

individuals conform to social expectations, but their actions are not 

necessarily aligned with their personal values. 

Saul’s early life as a Pharisee exemplifies compliance. His strict 

adherence to Jewish laws and traditions was motivated by the desire to 

maintain his identity within the religious community. His actions, 

including the persecution of Christians, were aligned with the 

expectations of Pharisaic leadership. The accounts in Acts 7:58 and 

Acts 8:3 illustrate Saul’s role in persecuting the early Church. These 

actions reflect a strong commitment to group norms, driven by the need 

for approval and recognition. Saul’s identity was closely tied to his role 

within the community, and his behaviour reinforced this identity. 

From a psychological perspective, compliance is often associated with 

external control. Individuals in this stage may experience a lack of 

autonomy, as external pressures rather than internal values dictate their 

actions. This can lead to a sense of fragmentation, where behaviour 

does not fully align with personal beliefs. Saul’s transformation 

required moving beyond this stage, as compliance alone could not 

sustain authentic change. His encounter with Christ disrupted his 

existing framework, challenging him to reevaluate his motivations and 

beliefs. 

Identification 

Identification represents a deeper level of motivation than compliance, 

as it involves a partial internal alignment with external influences. 

According to Kelman (1958), identification occurs when individuals 

adopt beliefs or behaviours in order to establish or maintain a 

meaningful relationship with a person or group, or to preserve a valued 

self-image. Unlike compliance, which is externally driven, 

identification begins to engage the individual's internal world, though 

it is still not fully integrated into the person’s core value system. 
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In Saul's life, this stage is particularly evident in his encounter with 

Christ on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:3–6). This event is not merely 

a dramatic external interruption but a profound existential encounter 

that disrupts Saul’s previous worldview. The voice of Christ, “Saul, 

Saul, why do you persecute me?” forces him into a moment of deep 

self-awareness and confrontation with truth. This encounter initiates a 

shift from rigid external conformity to an emerging relational 

orientation. 

Psychologically, this moment can be understood as a crisis of identity. 

Saul’s previously stable identity as a Pharisee is challenged, creating a 

dissonance between his beliefs and the new reality revealed to him. 

Such moments of crisis are often necessary for transformation, as they 

create the conditions for re-evaluation and growth. In cognitive terms, 

this can be seen as the disruption of existing schemas, opening the 

possibility for new interpretations and meanings. During this stage, 

Saul begins to align himself with Christ, not yet through a fully 

internalised conviction, but through an emerging recognition of truth 

and a desire to respond to it. His obedience in entering Damascus and 

waiting for further instruction reflects this transitional motivation. He 

is no longer acting purely out of compliance with Pharisaic norms, but 

he has not yet fully integrated his new beliefs into his identity. 

From a theological perspective, this stage highlights the role of grace 

as an initiating force. Saul’s transformation does not begin with his 

own effort but with a divine encounter that calls him into a new 

relationship. Identification thus becomes a relational response to grace, 

where the individual begins to orient themselves toward God. This 

stage is crucial because it bridges the gap between external conformity 

and internal conviction. It allows for the gradual integration of new 

beliefs and values, preparing the individual for deeper transformation. 

In Paul’s case, this stage marks the beginning of a lifelong journey of 

growth and conversion. 

Internalization 

Internalisation represents the deepest and most authentic level of 

motivation. It occurs when beliefs and values are fully integrated into 

the individual’s identity, shaping their thoughts, emotions, and actions 

in a consistent and enduring manner (Kelman, 1958). At this stage, 

behaviour is no longer driven by external pressures or relational 

expectations but by deeply held convictions. Paul’s later life and 

ministry provide clear evidence of internalisation. His writings reveal 
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a profound transformation of identity, where his entire being is centred 

on Christ. In Philippians 3:7–8, Paul declares that all his previous 

achievements and status are now considered loss compared to the 

surpassing value of knowing Christ. This statement reflects a complete 

reordering of values, where what was once important is now 

subordinated to a higher purpose. 

Similarly, Galatians 2:20 offers a powerful expression of 

internalisation: “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who 

live, but Christ lives in me.” This verse encapsulates the essence of 

Paul’s transformation. His identity is no longer defined by his past, his 

achievements, or his social status, but by his union with Christ. From 

a psychological perspective, internalisation involves integrating 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioural dimensions. It reflects a state of 

coherence in which beliefs, values, and actions are aligned. This 

alignment contributes to a sense of authenticity and purpose, as the 

individual lives in accordance with their deepest convictions. 

Internalisation also involves a transformation of motivation. Instead of 

acting out of fear, obligation, or the desire for approval, the individual 

is driven by intrinsic motivation. This aligns with Deci and Ryan’s 

(2000) concept of autonomous motivation, where behaviour is self-

determined and congruent with one’s values. 

In Paul’s case, this internalisation is not merely psychological but 

deeply theological. His transformation is rooted in his encounter with 

Christ and sustained by divine grace. His missionary zeal, his 

willingness to suffer, and his unwavering commitment to the Gospel 

all reflect a deeply internalised faith. Moreover, internalisation enables 

resilience. Paul’s ability to endure hardships, as described in 2 

Corinthians 11:23–28, demonstrates a strength that goes beyond 

human capacity. His resilience is grounded in his conviction that his 

life is united with Christ, giving meaning to his suffering and sustaining 

his mission. Thus, Paul’s journey from compliance to internalisation 

illustrates the process of authentic transformation, in which external 

influences are gradually integrated into the core of one’s identity, 

resulting in a life of coherence, purpose, and commitment. 

Paul’s Deepening Union with Christ 

Union with Christ stands at the centre of Paul’s theology and spiritual 

experience. It represents the culmination of his transformation, where 

his identity, purpose, and existence are fully rooted in Christ. This 

union is not merely a theological concept but a lived reality that shapes 
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every aspect of his life. According to Campbell (2012), union with 

Christ encompasses both positional and experiential dimensions. 

Positionally, believers are united with Christ through faith, sharing in 

his death and resurrection. Experientially, this union is lived out 

through ongoing transformation, as individuals grow in their 

relationship with Christ. Paul’s writings consistently emphasise this 

union. In Galatians 2:20, he speaks of Christ living within him, 

indicating an intimate and transformative relationship. This union 

redefines his identity, shifting it from a self-centred orientation to a 

Christ-centred existence. 

Dying to Self, Living in Christ 

A central aspect of union with Christ is the concept of dying to self. 

This involves renouncing sinful tendencies, selfish desires, and false 

identities. As Paul writes in Romans 6:7–11, those who have died with 

Christ are no longer enslaved to sin but are alive to God. From a 

psychological perspective, this process can be understood as the 

dismantling of maladaptive patterns and the formation of new, 

healthier ways of being. It involves letting go of old habits, beliefs, and 

behaviours that hinder growth and embracing new patterns that align 

with one’s values. However, dying to self is not merely a process of 

negation; it is also a process of renewal. It creates space for the 

emergence of a new identity rooted in Christ. This new identity is 

characterised by freedom, purpose, and authenticity. Paul’s life vividly 

illustrates this transformation. His shift from persecutor to apostle 

reflects a radical reorientation of identity, where his former self is 

replaced by a new self grounded in Christ. 

Aroma of Christ 

The metaphor of the “aroma of Christ” in 2 Corinthians 2:14–15 

provides a rich image of transformation. It suggests that the inner 

transformation of the believer becomes outwardly visible, influencing 

others through their presence, actions, and attitudes. This metaphor 

highlights the relational and communal dimension of transformation. 

The believer’s life becomes a testimony to the presence of Christ, 

drawing others toward the Gospel. At the same time, it acknowledges 

that this witness may be received differently by different people. 

Psychologically, this can be understood in terms of interpersonal 

influence and emotional contagion. Individuals who embody positive 

qualities such as love, compassion, and resilience can have a profound 

impact on those around them. Paul’s life exemplifies this, as his 
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transformed identity becomes a source of inspiration and guidance for 

others. 

An Inclusive Church for All 

Paul’s vision of an inclusive Church reflects the universal scope of the 

Gospel. In 1 Corinthians 9:20–22, he speaks of becoming “all things to 

all people” in order to reach them with the message of Christ. This 

adaptability reflects a deep understanding of human diversity and the 

need for contextual engagement. From a psychological perspective, 

this approach demonstrates empathy, cultural sensitivity, and relational 

flexibility. It involves understanding and connecting with others while 

remaining grounded in one’s core values. Paul’s emphasis on 

inclusivity is rooted in his understanding of God’s unconditional love. 

In Romans 8:38–39, he affirms that nothing can separate us from the 

love of God. This conviction forms the foundation for a Church that 

welcomes all people, regardless of their background or status. In 

contemporary contexts, this vision challenges the Church to address 

issues of exclusion, discrimination, and division. It calls for a 

community that embodies unity in diversity, reflecting the inclusive 

love of Christ. 

Integrating Biblical and Psychological Insights 

Paul’s life provides a unique opportunity to integrate biblical and 

psychological perspectives. His transformation reflects key 

psychological processes such as cognitive restructuring, emotional 

regulation, and resilience. In Romans 7:15–25, Paul describes an inner 

conflict between his desire to do good and his experience of weakness. 

This passage resonates with psychological theories of internal conflict, 

where individuals struggle between competing desires and 

motivations. 

Cognitive-behavioural frameworks emphasise the importance of 

identifying and reframing maladaptive thought patterns. Paul’s 

transformation can be seen as a process of cognitive renewal, where his 

understanding of himself, others, and God is fundamentally 

restructured. Furthermore, Paul’s resilience in the face of suffering 

aligns with positive psychology’s focus on strengths and meaning-

making. His ability to endure hardship is rooted in his belief in God’s 

purpose and presence, demonstrating the role of faith in fostering 

resilience (McMinn, 2012). Paul also emphasises the importance of 

community, as seen in his encouragement to “bear one another’s 

burdens” (Gal 6:2). This reflects the psychological understanding that 
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supportive relationships are essential for well-being and growth. Thus, 

Paul’s life illustrates how spiritual transformation and psychological 

development are deeply interconnected, offering valuable insights for 

contemporary Christian formation. 

Conclusion 

St. Paul’s life stands as a profound testimony to the transformative 

power of divine grace. His journey from compliance to internalisation 

reflects a deep psychological and spiritual reorientation, in which 

external conformity gives way to authentic, value-centred living. 

Through the lens of self-transcendence, Paul’s transformation can be 

understood as a movement toward the ultimate fulfilment of human 

existence in God. His life demonstrates that true transformation 

involves not only intellectual and moral growth but also a radical 

redefinition of identity through union with Christ. 

Paul’s integration of faith, resilience, and relational engagement offers 

a model for contemporary Christian psycho-spiritual formation. His 

vision of an inclusive Church challenges us to embody the love of 

Christ in a diverse and complex world. Ultimately, Paul’s life reminds 

us that transformation is not achieved through human effort alone but 

through active cooperation with divine grace. It is this grace that 

enables individuals to transcend their limitations, integrate their inner 

conflicts, and live a life of purpose, love, and communion with God. 
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