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My conversion story
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By Nicholas Hardesty
I've been Catholic all of my life, praise be to God. I went to Catholic elementary, middle, and high school. I have a twin (Matt) and two younger brothers (Drew and Ben). I had a basic Catholic upbringing. We went to Mass every Sunday, and gave up something for Lent, and my dad would pray the usual Catholic prayers with us every night (Our Father, Hail Mary, Angel of God, Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep, etc.). It was nothing hard-core, but it was good.
I never really had to answer for my faith growing up. I mean, everybody was Catholic. We knew what we believed. It didn't really matter why, at least to me. I mean, I never even thought to look into why. It just never crossed my mind. Of course, that all changed when I went to college.
In '98 I started at Lindsey Wilson College, in Columbia, KY. It's a small Methodist college in the bible-belt of KY. Basically, I went there because it was the cheapest out of all the ones I applied to, the campus was pretty, and they were really courting me because of my grades in high school. College was an amazing time of growth for me. It made me confront both my moral standard and the doctrines that I held.
As for morality, at first I pretty much felt that as long as I was nice to people, and helped them as much as I could, and went to mass every Sunday, and never had sex before marriage, then I was a good guy. I wasn't lyin to myself either, that's truly what I thought. Note that at that point I still didn't know what it meant to live a fully Catholic life. So, if I was ever in a relationship with a girl, I would always try to see how far I could go without having sex, and whenever I would get dumped by a girl, I would fall into this spurt where I would want to mess around with other girls. I see now that God protected me from crossing that last line of pre-marital sex, and I am very grateful for that. I was always caring and respectful to the girl I was with, I just didn't have the greatest sexual morals.
Around 2001, my twin, who was going to school with me, started researching Catholicism because his girlfriend was non-denominational and she was asking him questions about it. He would always get excited and tell me what he learned. I thought it was cool, but I also knew that if I started learning about Catholic doctrine and morality, then I would have to confront how I was living. Honestly, I just wasn't ready for that, so I pushed it aside and kept on toeing that sexual boundary.
Then, I started going out with my own protestant girl! She was Pentecostal. Talk about two different worlds! I wasn't used to the speaking in tongues and all that. It freaked me out hardcore........but I digress. While we were "talking" and then once we started an actual relationship, she started drifting away from her faith. Her church was very legalistic and spiritually/mentally abusive to her. She was blind in one eye, so she was always the guinea pig whenever some new preacher thought he'd get up and heal a few people. It never worked, and of course, they always said it was because she didn't have enough faith. She never spoke in tongues either, which also caused her to be shunned. Besides all that, no one in her church was allowed to listen to the radio, or watch TV. Women couldn't play sports or any gym activities, or cut their hair, or wear pants/shorts. The long hair and the long skirt were amazing though. I thought she looked like an angel.
Eventually, her experience of questioning her denomination and slowly stepping out of it made me wonder if I was in the right place. So, that's when I started researching my faith for the first time. Pretty soon, I developed an insatiable appetite for knowledge of Catholicism. I read everything I could get my hands on, both for AND against. I would hop on Pentecostal and Seventh Day Adventist message boards and just get my … handed to me. I wanted to know their arguments against it. I read articles by James White, Eric Svendsen, James McCarthy, William Webster, Loraine Boettner, David Hunt … ya know, the usual suspects. But, I also read a lot of Catholic arguments telling the other side of the story.
It was at this time that I finally took a hard look at Catholic morality as it pertained to an unmarried couple. Why is contraception wrong? Why is pre-marital sex wrong? Why is oral sex wrong? Why is masturbation wrong? What is chastity? What is the purpose of sex? What is the role of the male and the female in a relationship? What is love? After about 2 years of study I came to two conclusions: the Catholic Church is right and true in all that She teaches, and I need to live my life according to that teaching.

This was so exciting! I felt so alive in the Holy Spirit, and I wanted to share my faith with as many people as I possibly could.....but, that didn't work so well in the relationship I was in. Just as I was growing closer to Christ, my girlfriend was drifting away from him. She began to resent my passion for my faith, and my new moral conviction. She was finally free from her legalistic religion! She wanted to let loose! Be a free spirit! Somebody like me was just holding her back. Eventually, it simply became too much of a strain on our relationship.
When we broke up, it was one of the hardest thing I had ever gone through. I thought I was going to marry her. My OCD would get the best of me and I would lament over how aaaaaaalmost perfect she was. I would think to myself: If only she was Catholic!! Looking back on it now, I realize that the break up was for the best, and I see that, were it not for my relationship with her, I may not have ever became more convicted in my faith.
Even though depression became a struggle for me, I continued learning about Catholicism and witnessing on my campus. I started a Catholic club where I taught a different doctrine each week. From time to time, I would even debate with a prominent Baptist preacher in the area. I loved my faith.....but I was also very lonely in it. Most of the "God-fearing" students on campus were of the "Bible Christian" variety. The very vast majority of the Catholics at my school didn't seem to care about their faith at all. So, I was basically the "token Catholic" at Lindsey Wilson, and while I had plenty of opportunities to witness, I also had no fellowship.
Thankfully, my brother Matt told me about this online Catholic forum called phatmass, so I checked it out. It ended up being THE thing that got me through my last two years at LWC (I got my BA in '02 and an M. Ed in '04, both in Mental Health Counseling). I have more than 12,000 posts at phatmass now and I am the Apologetics Director. Anyway, it was all good online, but I wanted at least some of that fellowship to translate over into the real world. I was also CRAVING some formal training in theology. I learned about the faith basically through apologetics, which isn't always a very systematic way to go about it. I began to see that I had major gaps in my understanding, and that I had a lot to learn about philosophy and metaphysics.
After graduation, I moved to Louisville, KY where my brothers were living. My twin brother basically plugged me into the whole Catholic scene there. I met a lot of great Catholics and got involved in some great clubs too (Ministry of Catholic Adults, Theology on Tap, Catholic Scripture Study, etc.)...........but I was still lonely. I realized that I had some lingering psychological problems that needed to be addressed once and for all. So, I began going to therapy.
I also started working third-shift at a residential treatment facility to get some more experience in the counseling field. I learned a lot while I was there and the work environment was great, but being awake while everyone else was asleep was a major downer for me. Luckily, I developed a friendship with a girl from phatmass. Let's call her "shorty":D. She was a great friend and always there to listen in the odd hours of the night. She was the first girl in my life to show me what the unconditional love of Christ is like. I'm not always very easy to get along with, considering my anxious temperament, and stubbornness, and absent-mindedness. But, she never gave up on me. She showed me that love does not just abandon people when things get difficult. I'm very thankful for that lesson, and I'm glad that we are still friends.
Towards the end of my counseling, when I was feeling ready for a relationship again, I just took a risk and told a girl I had been eyeing for a while that she was pretty and that I wanted to get to know her better. Thankfully, she responded favorably. Her name is Amy. We talked for a long time before we started going out. I wanted to make sure I did things right this time, the good way, the Catholic way. After a time of "courtship" we began a formal relationship. We've been together for over a year now, and she has been a great blessing to me. No other girlfriend has done so much to help me to be holy.
Now, talking about these three girls may seem tangential to my conversion story. But, in all actuality, each one had an important role to play in advancing my journey of faith. The Pentecostal girl was the catalyst for my initial search into the Catholic faith. "Shorty" helped me to overcome the feeling that I had to be perfect in order to be loved (by others and by God), and my current girlfriend Amy has helped me to pray more and to erase sin from my life.
Now I'm at Franciscan University of Steubenville, filling in those gaps in my understanding. In the Spring of '08 I will complete an M.A. in Theology, with a Certification in Catechetics. It's like freakin Catholic Mecca here. I love it.
God is good. Pax Christi,
PS: For more about my life -- since I'm sure you're just dying for more -- see the "About Me and My Blog" page.
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