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Episcopal Parish in Md. Converts to Catholicism

http://www.newsmax.com/US/Episcopal-Catholic-parish-converts/2011/06/07/id/399108
By Henry J. Reske, June 7, 2011
An Episcopal parish in Maryland has become the first congregation in the United States to convert to Catholicism under new Vatican rules. The church and its pastor made the move under regulations that Pope Benedict XVI adopted to appeal to Protestants, The Washington Post reported. 
St. Luke Church in Bladensburg has a majority of members from Africa and the Caribbean. Under the Vatican rules, the church will retain some of its Anglican traditions, including keeping its married pastor, the Rev. Mark Lewis, the Post reported.

Pope Benedict reached out to Anglicans in 2009, offering to let the parishes interested in Catholicism keep various traditions, including married pastors. Heading the outreach in the United States is Cardinal Donald Wuerl, Washington’s archbishop. He is to give an update on the issue next month at a meeting of bishops, the Post reported.
"We welcome the St. Luke community warmly into our family of faith . . . [noting] our shared beliefs on matters of faith while also recognizing and respecting the liturgical heritage of the Anglican Church," the Post quoted Wuerl as saying.
Catholic Church officials believe interest is high enough that a national diocese for Anglican converts may be necessary. 
However, others say the movement is small, and most breakaway congregations are leaving because of the ordination of a gay bishop. Those breakaways generally end up joining more conservative parts of the Anglican Communion, the Post reported.
Although St. Luke parish is the first to convert under Pope Benedict’s rules, three Episcopal churches in Texas converted to Catholicism in the 1980s under a system that Pope John Paul II created. The churches were placed under the local Catholic diocese. An Anglican church in Baltimore is in the process of converting but has become bogged down on property issues, the Post reported.
Episcopal Church in Maryland to Convert to Catholicism
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The Rev. Mark Lewis now offers a prayer every Sunday morning that centuries ago would have been considered an homage to the enemy. It's a prayer for the bishop of Rome, the pope and all the Catholic bishops and priests.
Lewis chants, "For Benedict our Pope ... Let us prayer to the Lord."
And the congregation sings its answer, "Lord, have mercy."
The distinctly Roman Catholic offering is the outward sign of an inner spiritual journey. St. Luke's Church in Bladensburg, Md., will become later this year the first American Episcopal Parish to convert to Catholicism, Anglicanism's one-time nemesis.
"What really drew us was the apostolic authority, the oneness of the faith of the people," Lewis said "That's what we really wanted, and I don't think you have that in Anglicanism."
Ironically, what is driving St. Luke's to Roman Catholicism is what split the church in the first place: the issue of authority.
Nearly 500 years ago, Britain’s King Henry VIII broke with Rome in a dispute involving his wish to divorce his wife, Catherine of Aragon, and marry his young mistress, Anne Boleyn.
A showdown forced England's clergy to choose sides, with the king demanding to know if the British bishops and Cardinals were more loyal to him or to the Pope.
Lives and heads were literally lost in the ensuing theological and political clash. In its wake, The Church of England was born, with the sitting monarch as its head, a structure still in place today.
The American version, the Episcopal church, was the faith of many of the founding fathers, including President George Washington.
Today, the Episcopal Church, with nearly 1.5 million members, is one of thousands of Christian denominations in the U.S.
Its recent conflicts over the ordination of gays and women and the blessing of same-sex unions have caused some congregations to seek more conservative branches.
But that was not an option for St. Luke's. Lewis says he felt that the same problem would persist. There was no authority concerning who would have the final interpretation of scripture over the most controversial issues the church is facing.
"Anglicanism is Anglicanism," Lewis said. "So it doesn't matter if you go to a more conservative group like the Anglican Church in North America or any of the others that are around. It's still the faith of this body here. (It) doesn’t necessarily mean it's the same in Nigeria or Sierra Leone or any other outlet."
Episcopal parish in Bladensburg converts to Roman Catholic Church
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/episcopal-parish-in-bladensburg-converts-to-roman-catholic-church/2011/10/09/gIQACMAfYL_story.html  

By J. Freedom du Lac and Michelle Boorstein, October 10, 2011, The Washington Post
The Rev. Mark Lewis awoke early on the last morning of his life as an Anglican priest and dressed in a suit and tie instead of his usual priestly regalia. That’s different, he thought, for the first of many times on a day when so much was different for St. Luke’s, the small Episcopal church in Maryland where Lewis had been rector since 2006.

On Sunday — with Lewis wearing lay clothing and sitting with St. Luke’s parishioners inside the Crypt Church at Washington’s Basilica of the National Shine of the Immaculate Conception — most of the parish from Bladensburg converted to Catholicism.

In doing so, St. Luke’s became the first Episcopal church in the United States to convert under new Vatican rules meant to attract disaffected Protestants.

"This truly is a historic moment," said Cardinal Donald W. Wuerl, the archbishop of the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Washington, who led Sunday’s conversion Mass, which he called "a joyful moment of completion."
Fifty-eight of St. Luke’s roughly 100 parishioners were confirmed at the applause-filled Mass, during which they were anointed by Wuerl — one by one, old and young, white and black. 

Osita Okafor, a 56-year-old Nigerian immigrant, found himself first in line before Wuerl for the rite of reception. His reaction? "Oh, my God, I must be blessed."
Like many members of St. Luke’s, Okafor is an immigrant from Africa — in his case, Nigeria. Many others are from the Caribbean.

Lewis, the former pastor, was anointed last in an act of symbolism. "A good shepherd must be sure his flock gets through the gate," Lewis said.

Ten other St. Luke’s parishioners were welcomed back as Catholics after long ago drifting from the church. Three received their first Communion.

At least 10 other St. Luke’s parishioners intend to be received by the Catholic Church later. 

Then, as the others did Sunday, they will announce that they "believe and profess all that the holy Catholic Church believes, teaches and proclaims to be revealed by God."
Members of St. Luke’s said they converted because of their longing for one clear religious authority. 

They said they didn’t like the range of views that Anglican clerics expressed on issues such as same-sex relationships and Christianity’s sole claim to God.

The parish’s conversion made international headlines when it was announced in June. After all, St. Luke’s had been an Episcopal church for more than a century. But it wasn’t too much of a leap for the parish, which for years had been part of Anglo-Catholicism, a movement that embraces various Catholic practices and theology but still treasures aspects of Anglican ritual, such as kneeling to receive Communion.

At the basilica, before the archbishop, parishioners stood for Communion. But at St. Luke’s, they’ll be allowed to kneel under the guidelines laid out by the Vatican in 2009 when it announced plans to create a special body that would let American Anglicans keep some of their traditions, including their married priests.

"We considered ourselves a Catholic parish to begin with," said Lewis, the former pastor. "We aligned ourselves much more closely with Catholic theology than Protestant theology. If you really weren’t a student of religion, you would say nothing has really changed. What’s taking place is internal. Becoming Roman Catholic was a natural progression of our faith."
One notable change took place in June: The addition of "for Benedict, our pope," to St. Luke’s prayers.

Patrick Delaney, one of the church’s lay leaders, was beaming after the Mass at a reception in the basilica’s Memorial Hall, where the new and old Catholics mingled over cheese and fruit plates.

"I’m floating in the clouds," he said. How does being Catholic feel different? "I don’t know if there’s a tangible feeling," he said, "other than the joy and exuberance and the weight and awesome responsibility of what this means. 
"But I know I’m a different person now."
The parish will return to Bladensburg for Mass next Sunday; the service will be led by Monsignor Keith Newton, a former Anglican bishop who is now head of the Personal Ordinariate of England and Wales — the first Ordinariate established after Pope Benedict XVI’s apostolic constitution was issued. 
Lewis — who is married and whom Cardinal Wuerl called "Father Mark Lewis" at the beginning of the conversion Mass and, simply, "Mark Lewis" at the end — is working to become a Catholic priest. But even with an expedited process, it could be months before he’s ordained. 

The Rev. R. Scott Hurd, a former Anglican who converted to Roman Catholicism, will lead St. Luke’s until Lewis is ready.

Hurd said a non-theologian might not notice a difference between the Catholic community of St. Luke’s and St. Luke’s in its Episcopalian days. "They’ll be singing most of the same songs and saying most of the same prayers," Hurd said.

"The difference is very subtle," parishioner David Chase said. "It’s sort of like going home to auntie."
                Disaffected Episcopalians Offered a New Home
http://www.npr.org/2012/01/02/144587794/disaffected-episcopalians-offered-a-new-home
By Barbara Bradley Hagerty, January 2, 2012

The Vatican announced Sunday an arrangement to allow disaffected Episcopalian congregations in the United States to join the Roman Catholic Church. The arrangement will allow an exemption to priestly celibacy for former Episcopal priests who are married. 
Mark Lewis, director of St. Luke's Episcopal Church in Bladensburg, Maryland, was surfing the Internet for news one morning when something caught his eye. The Catholic Church was announcing a process to allow Episcopal churches to convert as a group. Lewis, who's theologically conservative, was intrigued.
MARK LEWIS: I was immediately thrilled and I read it to my wife and her response wasn't as exuberant as mine.

HAGERTY: Lewis's wife was also drawn to Catholicism, but was not so sure about answering to the pope. Still, over several months, their church studied the bible and catholic doctrine and concluded that Catholicism was the one true church.

In October, the priest, the church and its 70 members converted en masse. Once that happened, Lewis could no longer lead St. Luke's because he isn't a catholic priest, but he hopes to become one soon. Later this month, he, along with several dozen Episcopal ministers, will begin the process of becoming catholic priests.

So what about celibacy? After all, many Episcopal clergy are, like Lewis, with a wife and family. Well, the Vatican decided to waive the celibacy requirement only for those who are already married.

LEWIS: Oddly enough, that doesn't seem to be that big a deal and what I mean by that is it's so much more important to come home to the place that you believe is truth. Being a Catholic means more than anything to my wife and to myself.
HAGERTY: This isn't the first time that Rome has welcomed married Episcopal priests. It's allowed individuals to join the priesthood since 1980, bringing their wives with them. But it is the first time entire parishes can follow them.

Yesterday, the Vatican released the details. The former Episcopal churches will get their own diocese, or Ordinariate, which will be based in Houston and led by Jeffrey Steenson, a former Episcopal bishop.

Of course, some Episcopal leaders say the pope is, quote, "stealing sheep," but the pope says his church is simply meeting a need at a time when many Episcopalians are unhappy with their denominations' actions, such as elevating gay men and lesbians to be bishops.

So far, more than 100 Episcopal priests and 1,300 parishioners have asked to join the Catholic Church. Mark Lewis hopes he'll be wearing catholic robes by summer.


