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TESTIMONY OF A FORMER PROTESTANT (ANGLICAN) – 106
A Minister who became a most unlikely convert
http://archive.catholicherald.co.uk/article/3rd-march-1995/5/a-minister-who-became-a-most-unlikely-convert
Ann Widdecombe, the forthright Employment Minister who keeps her male colleagues on their toes, surprised many when she became a Catholic after the Anglican vote to allow women priests in 1992. In the first of a special Lenten series of interviews with converts, Rev. Stephen Trott met her.

She isn’t the sort everyone expected to become a "convert". Most people think of the High Church, "smells-and-bells" brigade, as the most likely candidates, already accustomed to lavish ritual, clouds of incense, and prayers for the Pope.

But Ann Widdecombe, the Conservative MP for Maidstone, was brought up and educated in the quite opposite tradition of Low Church Anglicanism of Bath Abbey, where she was confirmed while a schoolgirl at Bath Convent. Her brother is an Anglican clergyman, a Canon with a large parish in Bristol.

She is typical, however, of so many Anglicans for whom the vote to allow women priests of 11 November 1992 was the last straw, the end of a long pilgrimage leading to the decision to seek membership of the Roman Catholic Church.

The proposal was not expected to succeed on that fateful day, either by its supporters or by its opponents, and therefore the outcome came as a bolt from the blue for many.

While supporters of the proposal were celebrating noisily in Dean's Yard, outside Church House, a number of those for whom it came as a severe blow were being interviewed by the media. One of them was Miss Widdecombe and her forthright and courageous response brought her many letters of support and admiration from viewers who shared her reaction.

There had been a considerable amount of lobbying before the vote, from both sides in the debate, but Miss Widdecombe was not known generally to have firm views on the issue. Her remarkable intervention after the vote had many opponents of the proposal wishing that such an able speaker had been able to contribute to the debate itself, either before the vote or in the Synod, where her colleague John Ciununer had been one of the principal speakers.

I met Miss Widdecombe at her office at Caxton House where she is a Minister in the Department of Employment. Her appearance in the media suggests a person of much greater physical stature, but her presence more than compensates for her lack of inches, in a political world still very much dominated by men. As I discovered, she is also a profound and reflective thinker, whose world-view is strongly formed by her Christian convictions.

After leaving school, Ann underwent a period of agnosticism, and emerged still an Anglican, although with broader sympathies than before: firmly "middle of the road" is the term she uses. As an MP, she became involved with the House of Commons' parish church, St Margaret, Westminster, and enjoyed Evensong at St Martin-in-the-Fields.

In her constituency, the parish churches at Staplehurst or Sutton Valence were the preferred venues for worship as an Anglican. The tradition of these churches is far from the exotic Anglo-Catholicism of many London "shrines" within easy reach of Westminster.

As she became steadily disillusioned by the doctrinal decay she observed in the Church of England, she began to find the Roman Catholic Church more attractive, not for its liturgy, but for its steadfast adherence to a clearly defined Gospel. In particular, she was drawn by the work of the Pro-Life Movement, which has Anglican supporters, but is most strongly supported by Catholics.

The decision of many Anglicans to "go over to Rome" following the vote for women priests has been criticised by some observers as lacking in theological integrity: opposition to women priests in the Church of England is not in itself a sufficient reason to become a Roman Catholic. Charges of misogyny have been levelled at some of those who have withdrawn from the Church of England. There were, and still are many in the Church of England, for whom the protracted battles of the last 25 years of synodical government have been a source of deepening disillusionment. By the time this particular vote took place, Miss Widdecombe was virtually committed already to leaving, and the result simply confirmed a decision she had already made.

The interview on television that night, in which she announced that she had already decided to leave the Church of England, stunned many viewers, not least because they were unaware that she had firm views on the subject.

She was never a member of Women Against the Ordination of Women, the large pressure group which had worked hard to prevent the legislation from succeeding, nor was she a member of the General Synod. Her intervention was all the more effective as a result, and gave great encouragement to many who shared her dismay.
It also resulted in the process of the Reception receiving a remarkable amount of publicity, more perhaps than she had expected or wanted: "The media circus spun right out of control." Photographs of the service itself made the front pages of most national newspapers, and there was a great deal of criticism levelled at her because of this. But the sacraments of Baptism and Marriage are public occasions, extensively photographed. Reception into the Catholic Church is an extension of Baptism, and like Baptism, is an act of witness to the Christian faith, by allowing one's Christian convictions to be seen publicly.

Church authorities decided that it was not necessary for Miss Widdecombe to go through the full RCIA process. This caused a certain amount of misunderstanding in some quarters.

Catholics are naturally "very protective towards it (RCIA)" but, as she points out, "it is designed for people coming in from other faiths or none not for people who are already Christians, seeking to be received into full communion with the Church. She has been made very welcome in her new Church by local people, at Sacred Heart in Westminster and in her Catholic parish church in Maidstone. Indeed she has found no lack of welcome anywhere.

Looking back at the Church of England, she wishes well those trying to survive in it as members of Forward in Faith, but she sees the Church itself becoming unmanageable, papering over ever-widening cracks.

The advent of women bishops will, she considers, make life impossible. She takes a close interest in development: "205 Anglican clergy have been received so far, and more than 340 have left the Church of England." She has no respect for the Anglican hierarchy as a group these days.

The position of the former Bishop of Durham was "unacceptable".

She retains tremendous respect for individuals, especially the (Evangelical) Bishop of Maidstone, Gavin Reid, but she can discern no coherent approach in the Church of England. "Many competent clergy are being undermined by their own hierarchy."

Although she has become-a Catholic, Ann Widdecombe still accepts that there needs to be an Established Church. The example which she gives is the justification it provides for compulsory religious education. But she is divided about the role of Parliament, with its continuing right to vote on matters of Christian doctrine.

She found it offensive that many of those voting in the House of Commons debate on women priests were not themselves Christians, making their decision on the basis of "women's rights". But on the whole, she is convinced that Establishment is worth retaining, despite such anachronisms.

She feels no resentment, however, towards her former Church. In fact she now feels warmly ecumenical towards it. She misses the 1662 Prayer Book and Cranmer's English, finding the language of the modern liturgy of both Churches to be "banal and awful". The informality of Catholic services came as something of a shock but she finds an occasional visit to Latin Mass "a great restorative". Reception into the Catholic Church came as a great relief, despite her sadness at leaving behind her Anglican heritage.

She has not had a moment's doubt about her decision to go, despite hearing church bells, despite leaving the Prayer Book behind no serious doubts at all.

She would recommend the Roman Catholic Church to anyone considering the same spiritual journey, especially to other members of the laity, for "this is a Church which stands up firmly for the Faith".

She is rather more diffident about the position of Anglican priests considering the same pilgrimage, for their practical difficulties add to the burden of the decision. But she is firmly convinced that the Church to which she now belongs "is the early Church, it is the Christian tradition, it is continuing Christianity."

She is especially aware of the problems faced by married clergy, who wonder whether they will even be welcome in a Church which has long required its clergy to be celibate, but she still points out enthusiastically that Rome has had a handful of married clergy for a long time. And above all, the Catholic Church is very much family-based and at ease with families. Married clergy will surely find a welcome and a valued role for their ministry, as Roman Catholics:

She has lost some friends but gained new ones by going over to Rome. Some of the clergy she knew are no longer in touch, but she is still friends with Bishop Gavin Reid and one or two other prominent Anglicans.

There are no more Christmas cards from Dr Carey to the MP for Maidstone: however, she still sends him one.

Former UK government minister picked for religious freedom post
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/former-uk-government-minister-picked-for-religious-freedom-post/ 
London, England, March 17, 2011 - Ann Widdecombe, a prominent British politician and Catholic convert, has been named a "special envoy on religious freedom" for the pontifical charity Aid to the Church in Need. 

She discussed the importance of her new advisory post in a March 17 statement, saying she had "become increasingly alarmed by reports of violence and acts of intimidation against Christians," particularly in a number of countries where Christianity is illegal or severely restricted. 

Ms. Widdecombe, who represented the Conservative Party as a Member of Parliament from 1987 to 2007, highlighted the inconsistency between Britain's extensive efforts to protect minority groups and opinions at home, and its willingness to overlook the treatment of Christian minorities abroad. 
"We in this country are rightly concerned to protect the rights of minorities over here," she said. "We cannot therefore turn a blind eye to the plight of minorities in other parts of the world."
"In many cases," she noted "those suffering most are Christians."
Aid to the Church in Need's new global report "Persecuted and Forgotten?" indicates that up to 75 percent of religious persecution in the world is directed against Christians in regions such as Asia, Africa and the Middle East.

Widdecombe's criticism of U.K. inaction on global religious freedom echoed the comments of Cardinal Keith O'Brien of Edinburgh, who recently described persecution of Christians as "perhaps the biggest human rights scandal of our generation."
On March 15, the head of the Catholic Church in Scotland accused British Foreign Secretary William Hague of adopting an "anti-Christian foreign policy," by doubling aid to Pakistan without demanding a guarantee of religious minorities' rights from the Islamic state.

Like Cardinal O'Brien, Ms. Widdecombe is intent on bringing the issue before the public. 

"It is time to put our heads above the parapet and speak up in the name of Christians suffering for their faith," she said. "I am delighted to support the work of Aid to the Church in Need, which is doing excellent work to help persecuted Christians."
Ms. Widdecombe, a former government minister of the Conservative party, is also a published novelist and television personality. She converted from Anglicanism to the Catholic Church during the 1990s, over a range of issues including the ordination of women in the Church of England. 

Her new role as special envoy for religious freedom will involve meeting regularly with staff from Aid to the Church in Need, along with possible travels to survey places where persecution is occurring around the world.

Newman: Saint or sinner?
http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/people/johnhenrynewman.shtml  

By Ann Widdecombe, Last updated 2011-07-06

A personal view of the Victorian Roman Catholic convert by Ann Widdecombe, herself a Catholic convert.

This article was published to coincide with Ann Widdecombe's authored BBC Two documentary, Newman: Saint or Sinner?, which first transmitted on 18th September 2010

Introduction

Ann Widdecombe at the grave of John Henry Newman. In 1993, when I converted from the Church of England to Roman Catholicism, several friends gave me Newman's Apologia pro Vita Sua. It was an apt choice because I was following where, more than a century earlier, this remarkable but very controversial figure had led.

Like Newman I had come from the evangelical rather than Anglo-Catholic wing of Anglicanism and like him had deep family roots in the C of E but my world was different. I did indeed receive hate mail but I faced no impact on my position, no rejection by friends and family, no loss of livelihood.

I spoke to Prof Diarmaid McCulloch of Oxford University about Newman's attractiveness to Catholic converts

Newman and 19th century England

In nineteenth century Britain life was very different. You could not go to Oxford or into Parliament if you were a Catholic. The Pope was widely held to be the anti-Christ and Newman's family was so upset by his decision that one sister never spoke to him again.

Explaining to a public that is now largely theologically illiterate why it all mattered so much then and the significance of this Cardinal, who may be the first Englishman to be made a saint since the Reformation, posed a challenge of some proportions. Somehow I had to précis the theses of thousands of documents, set the historical scene, explain what beatification entails and crunch the essence of a complex man into a single hour.

Sitting at High Table in Trinity College and looking at the students I was struck by how different it would have seemed to Newman. In his day there would have been no women and a greater uniformity of race and clothing. Perhaps he would not have minded, for a look at the student accounts in his college archives reveals a young man who spent a great deal less than his contemporaries on food and drink. Newman was more interested in theology.
Miracles key to the beatification process

To be beatified involves a thorough analysis of every word ever written by the subject in case he demonstrated the smallest theological error or disobedience to the Church and similarly of every aspect of his life. Such was the size of Newman's output that the process took not years but decades, beginning at the Birmingham Oratory in the 1950s. 
However no matter how holy the life nor how prodigious the works no one can commence the path to sainthood without a miracle having been effected in his name. In the case of Cardinal Newman that miracle has only recently been verified. One of the most dramatic moments in the documentary is testimony by the surgeon who treated the patient making the miracle claim.
A second miracle, even more surprising than the first, has since been claimed but has yet to be accepted by the Church and so is not in the programme. When people ask me if I believe in miracles I always say yes, often quoting the famous lines about Saint Bernadette of Lourdes: for those who believe in God no explanation is necessary and for those who do not no explanation is possible.

Newman's conversion

It was, nevertheless, not the dramatic parts such as the miracle or the memorable sermon in which Newman announced his decision to leave the Church of England, which made this documentary one of the most memorable experiences of my life but the peaceful ones. In Oxford, at Littlemore, a small group of devoted nuns keeps the memory of Newman alive.

Ann Widdecombe in John Henry Newman's study. It was here that he lived, without actually being a monk, a monastic life, in a Spartan room; here that he wrestled with the dawning realisation that the Roman Church was, after all his previous protestant certainty, right here that he asked a Catholic priest to receive him: here that he parted from the security of all his moorings and set off to a new, somewhat uncertain life.

That sounds like turmoil but the atmosphere at Littlemore is one not of melodrama but of extreme peace which folds one in a gentle embrace as though the resolution of a man’s inner struggle before God has left its tranquillity behind. It was here that I felt closest to Newman, here that I seemed to breathe out after entering into the tension of his struggle.

