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My Baptismal Robe: A Twisted Tale

http://www.beliefnet.com/Faiths/Christianity/2000/04/My-Baptismal-Robe-A-Twisted-Tale.aspx
By Meghan Cox Gurdon
My reception into the church at Easter was a solemn event -- until the priest put my head into an armhole

On the night before Easter, following an ancient Christian tradition, unbaptized converts to Catholicism receive the waters of baptism in a dignified service known as the Easter Vigil. Last year, it was my turn. At the tiny Church of the Epiphany in Georgetown, Washington D.C., I was the sole convert. With dozens of friends and acquaintances looking on, I approached the altar to receive the baptismal waters in an age-old re-enactment of Christ's death and resurrection to new life. 

Swoosh! Away went 34 years of accumulated iniquity, cleansed in a moment by the priest's sacramental gesture. I was trying hard to concentrate on the momentousness of what had just happened, but I'm sorry to say that it just felt as though someone had spilled water on my head. 

That was until the ceremony took an unanticipated turn, and I made a dreadful fool of myself. Like all freshly baptized Catholics, I was to be swathed in a white robe, symbolizing the grace and purity of my newly washed soul. "You have become a new creation and have clothed yourself in Christ," said the Rev. Winthrop Brainerd, as he majestically raised a length of heavy white fabric over my head.

As soon as he dropped the robe down, I knew something was amiss. My torso was quickly engulfed in cloth, and my face emerged slightly desperately at the top, but that robe wasn't going to slip down over my shoulders. I do not know exactly what happened, but I believe that Fr. Brainerd had inadvertently put my head into an armhole. 

Now, Fr. Brainerd was not about to let a bit of recalcitrant cloth get in the way of the magnificent ceremony at hand. He began tugging at the robe, then yanking with some force, in an effort to get the armhole over my shoulders. Then my godmother, Cait Murphy, who was standing next to me, decided to pitch in. She and Fr. Brainerd began sawing back and forth with the uncooperative robe, rubbing it uncomfortably against my neck. This silent struggle went on for long, agonizing minutes. I was aware of the white faces of the two other priests in front of me, and of a packed and aghast church behind me. Sweat beaded on Fr. Brainerd's brow. The robe would not submit. I heard a distant snort of exasperation from someone in the congregation, and I began to panic. 

"What an idiot I must look!" I wailed inwardly, remembering all the friends and acquaintances in the pews behind me. Some, I knew, were evangelical Protestants, who had come in Christian solidarity but with deep suspicion of Catholicism and its priests. Others were agnostics, and one a deist, whose skepticism of "organized religion" would only be reinforced by this farcical display. 

My fear of their scorn was especially acute because I had once shared it. Raised without religion, I grew up with a vague contempt for Catholicism derived from my Puritan ancestry. Nor was faith something I particularly wanted or sought. Yet it found me. As the years progressed, I began to feel as if a celestial playwright were tinkering with the script of my life. Minor characters would appear, deliver a resonant line -- about God, or faith, or the church -- and then disappear again. Each incident led me a little closer to what eventually became an inexorable conclusion: baptism as a Catholic on that very night. But I was still painfully aware of what many critical unbelievers think of Rome. Standing there at the altar, blinded by fabric, I felt protective of the church, fearful of looking foolish, embarrassed that everything had gone wrong. 

And then, as the battle over my baptismal robe continued to rage, the anxiety and shame suddenly dropped away and were replaced by an almost supernatural tranquility. Christ was there with me: above me, below me, surrounding me. I had nothing to fear.

So what if I looked silly? This was my baptism, for heaven's sake -- for Christ's sake. He had been mocked by crowds, ridiculed by Roman soldiers, crucified while gamblers threw dice for his clothes. Here I was, by contrast, in the loving company of my husband, my friends, and the priests who had helped bring me into the church. If any of them thought less of me because the ceremony had suddenly taken a comical turn, well, that was too bad. 

It was then that I began to laugh, shakily at first, then happily, almost giddily. Fr. Brainerd began to chuckle, too. So did Cait. The laughter dispelled the awful suspense. They at last lifted the robe off completely, found the neck hole, dropped it properly over me, and I turned to face the congregation.
Such joyous, amazed faces! Even the religious skeptics were beaming. As I moved down the aisle with a taper, bringing light to the candles they held in their hands, I was grinning like a fool, suffused with the lovely conviction that somehow God's will had been wrought, that somehow I had been useful to him. 

"You have joined a long and distinguished tradition," my friend Jody informed me later that night, at a celebratory party. "You've become a fool for Christ." The phrase, which rather startled me at first, in fact fit exactly my happy humiliation. The phrase is St. Paul's, from his first letter to the Corinthians: "We are fools for Christ's sake."

The idea of the holy fool, which was new to me last year, is one of Christianity's oldest, especially in the East, where ascetics roamed from town to town barefoot, sometimes naked, converting heretics and bringing lost sheep back to the fold. The Russian Orthodox Church honors St. Procopius, a medieval merchant in Novgorod who gave all his wealth to the poor and slept on church porches, and St. Basil of Moscow, who wandered around the city barefoot and bareheaded in all weather, reprimanding sinners, including the czar, Ivan the Terrible.

My own stint as a holy fool (and perhaps Fr. Brainerd's, too) was obviously not so onerous as those of the Eastern saints, but I feel peculiarly blessed to have belonged, if only briefly, to the tradition. Christ, in his passion, had a robe of purple mockingly thrown upon him and was made to play the fool. I was robed in convert's white. I do not know what God's purpose was at my Easter baptism last year, but, a year later, I hope a little speculation is forgivable. I was made a fool for Christ, I think, so that I and everyone present would see that the august ceremony was also human, just as God, in the person of Jesus Christ, became human. Our baptisms are, among other things, a recapitulation of Christ's crucifixion, the offer of salvation here and now, in this our imperfect world. 

Meghan Cox Gurdon is a writer and journalist who now lives in Toronto with her husband and three small children.

Conversion: What's the Key?

http://www.catholicity.com/mccloskey/conversion-key.html EXTRACT
By Victor Gaetan, National Catholic Register, May 18, 2011
Father C. John McCloskey, a priest of the personal prelature of Opus Dei for the past 30 years, is considered one of the Church's most accomplished "fishers of men." He has guided dozens of people into full communion with the Catholic Church, including high-profile figures such as federal Judge Robert Bork, Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback, Gen. Josiah Bunting III, economist Larry Kudlow, former abortionist Bernard Nathanson and columnist Robert Novak.

"People are looking for the truth and the happiness that the truth can give," observed Father McCloskey. "These people, although successful — many, very successful — still found emptiness in their lives. The answer is a man named Jesus Christ."

"I just happen to have been the right man at the right time to help guide them," said the priest.

In his book Good News, Bad News: Evangelization, Conversion, and the Crisis of Faith (Ignatius, 2007), Father McCloskey calls on us all to evangelize with zeal and respect for others. He reminds us that Vatican II assigns the laity two tasks: "seeking holiness and extending the Kingdom of God on earth through family life, friendship, work, study — in a word, through apostolate."

Although he says he is "just an instrument and God uses me," such a productive instrument must have some rules of thumb for evangelizing. He does.
For several years, Meghan Cox Gurdon, a Wall Street Journal contributor and unchurched descendant of the Mayflower pilgrims, sensed God at her side, offering "small bits of direction, as though God was saying to me, 'If you would like to step this way, it would be lovely'."

Not knowing how to respond to this "unexpected religious experience," in 1998 Gurdon called a college friend who gave her Father McCloskey's phone number at Opus Dei's Catholic Information Center in the heart of downtown Washington, D.C., where he was director from 1998 to 2004.

"He responded immediately and invited me to come talk," Gurdon recalled.

"Father C. John was the most direct, unapologetic Catholic I had ever met. This was immensely comforting to me. I had visited churches where the priests were sort of lukewarm, but Father C. John speaks with absolute confidence and transparency about the faith. There is something really diamond-sharp about him. And he is unafraid."

Gurdon was baptized the following Easter, in 1999. Since then, her husband, a British cradle Catholic who had stopped practicing the faith, rejoined too.

