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By Mark McNeil, November 3, 2011, Published in the CHNetwork Newsletter in November 2009
I am about to turn 40 years old. The older I get, the less inclined I am to speak about myself. I’d rather talk about Augustine, Aquinas, or someone else that time has vindicated their right to be heard. On the other hand, telling my story reveals to those who listen that the things I speak about are things that have guided the course of my life and truly reflect what is most meaningful to me. There is an enduring value, I think, to listening to the life-story of another. The more durable, coherent and compelling the discoveries of another turn out to be, the more meaningful and transforming they may turn out to be for another. Since my life has several significant 'twists' and 'turns', some find it at least curious that I have settled in the Roman Catholic Church. My arrival in the Catholic Church was neither quick nor easy. This arrival was not in the recent past. My initial choice to be Catholic and the present are separated by more than ten years. I think time has shown that my choice to be Catholic was neither hasty nor shallow. I hope you will find the following brief account helpful in your own journey.

In what follows I make a conscious attempt to express the development of my thinking in respect to Christian faith, culminating in my embracing Catholicism. Although I typically tell stories of the persons and events that helped to challenge and direct my thinking, because of limitations of space, I have consciously chosen not to do that here. I apologize for not naming the many loved-ones, friends, students and theological sparring partners that have made my life what it is. Although not named, they fill my mind as I reflect on the past decades of my spiritual journey.
My Youth
When I reflect on my earliest memories of religious feelings and thoughts, four things come to mind: God, Christ, the Bible, and pride. Some explanation of each of these is in order. Concerning God, I sincerely cannot recall a time that I did not have some sense of God. I don’t recall a time when a reference to God would not have communicated something meaningful to my mind. This is especially interesting to me since I did not regularly attend church services as a child. My first experience of Christianity was attending a small Baptist church in our neighborhood. A bus would stop at our house and I, with my older sister, would travel to the church and sit through a children’s service and then return home. I have some fond memories of those Sunday mornings. I remember hearing about how much God loves us and how, even though we disappoint God by our sins, Jesus died for us on the cross two-thousand years ago.

My awareness of God, however, did not begin with those Sunday school classes. It is hard to explain, but I recall always being drawn to a kind of "cosmological" reasoning. There was something about the world that spoke of its dependence. On at least one occasion, this was almost a mystical awareness. It was as if everything around me became transparent and revealed its dependence on something else. I could not have articulated these thoughts in those days but they were very powerful to me. It was as if my mind found itself "slipping away" from everything I focused on in search of the reason for its being. This then prompted the age-old question: Why is there anything at all? The answer presented itself with no uncertainty: There must be a self-explained reality that is the ground or reason for the being of everything else. When the word "God" was used, then, I immediately connected that term with the supreme ground of all things. It was as if everything around me pointed to this supreme Source. This insight has affected me ever since and continues to shape my thoughts when I see a sunset, rest against a tree, or look into the face of another human person.

Concerning Christ, I mentioned already that I heard a simple presentation of the story of Jesus at a small Baptist church when I was only a small boy. That story captivated my young mind. To this day I find myself unable to turn away from Christ. I often tell my students that, in the final analysis, one must look into the face of Jesus and say either "yes" or "no." As for me, I simply cannot look into His face and say no. Although I have always had a great interest in “apologetics,” or the defense of Christian faith in reply to alternative claims of truth, the fundamental choice to follow Christ is much more than the conclusion of a logical argument. The "choice" to love is, especially in its most powerful instances, overwhelming. The pull to love overcomes the obstacles "skeptics" may set in our way. Although I spent a good deal of time through the years studying about Christ and learning how to defend the orthodox way in which He is understood and explained, I have also come to believe that the root difference between the believer and unbeliever is found in how one responds to a deep, powerful, interior pull to love. 
I believe that the message of Christ is radically unique, compelling, moving, and satisfying to the deepest and most meaningful longings of the human mind and heart. I cannot recall a time, then, since I first learned of Christ, that I did not find myself strangely drawn to trust in Him and try to love in return for the love given to us in Him.

Concerning the Bible, it has intrigued me from the time my first copy was handed to me around Christmas of 1975. At barely six years of age, I found myself opening that Bible, hardly able to read, and trying to understand its contents. I thought, perhaps because this was the "book" that told the story of Christ, that great and profound mysteries were found in its pages. I spent a good deal of time during my teenage years memorizing large portions of Scripture. Early in my theological development I was drawn to a very high view of Scripture. My basic assumption was that the Bible is God’s word and that it everywhere speaks the truth and, just as importantly, only the truth.

Given my orientation towards apologetics, I have always had a particular interest in understanding and communicating the unity of the biblical message. If the Bible is God’s word, I reasoned, it tells a unified story of God’s progressively unfolding plan in this world. As I look back on my theological development, it is interesting that, for many years, I learned the Bible and sought to find its unified message within the context of "dispensational premillennialism". This approach, I later concluded, unjustifiably fragments the unity of the biblical story-line. Rather than such fragmentation, I found myself increasingly drawn to a covenantal approach to the Scriptures; one that sees the entire Bible as the progressive development of the one covenant made by God with Abraham and his descendents.

During much of my youth, I firmly believed that the Bible was perspicuous; that is, its meaning could be found through the hard work of studying context and word-meanings. I bought every commentary and biblical reference work I could find (or afford) and began learning the biblical languages. The more I learned, however, the more I began to face the uncomfortable fact that people much smarter than I understood the Bible very differently. I would often speak of and search for the "key" to properly interpreting the Bible. The problem, I found, is that there are too many "keys" that can be made to work when applied to the Bible. With enough work and skill, it is possible to make the Bible say many contradictory things. My respect and love of the Bible did not allow me to consider these thoughts for very long but they would rush forth with great force when I later learned of the Catholic understanding of the relationship between Scripture and the Church.

One danger of writing, I think, is that the writer is able to shape the impressions his readers will have by selectively informing them. This danger is especially acute when writing about one’s self. This problem is aggravated by the fact that we rarely have the ability to look at ourselves with the same objectivity we apply to others. In respect to my youth, I suspect that if I could go back in time and meet myself as a teenager, I would be disturbed by my exaggerated opinion of myself. I was frequently complimented and told I would be something great. I labored under the assumption that those listening to me speak cared as much about what I said as I. I think my greatest youthful weakness was my conviction that I could do anything and conquer any challenge and that I can be and should be the very best at what I cared most deeply about. Although not necessarily always bad, my ambition and pride caused me to think too little of others and too much of myself. I mention this unflattering piece of information because I think my gradual discovery of Catholicism coincided with a gradual realization that I depend on others, both past and present, much more deeply and profoundly than I ever realized. I came to see, in a life-changing way, that the most meaningful things I knew and believed were things I learned from others. When I later discovered the Catholic notion of Tradition, my youthful pride had already yielded to deep doubt about whether I should be listened to at all. I recall as a youth trying to develop “new” ways of reading the Bible but, now, I find myself much more anxious to listen and learn what "we" (that is, the Church through the centuries) understand the Scriptures to mean.
"Oneness" Pentecostalism
Although my first association with organized religion was with Baptists, it was not long before I became involved with the Pentecostal movement. Pentecostalism is known for its emphasis on spiritual gifts, especially "speaking in tongues." Most Pentecostals have institutionalized their experience of speaking in tongues by understanding that experience as the "initial evidence" of receiving the Holy Spirit. I became involved with Pentecostalism because I learned of speaking in tongues and was intrigued by that and other "miraculous" spiritual experiences. Through a series of events, much too complicated to relate here, I came to embrace the initial evidence doctrine and had several experiences with speaking in tongues that changed the course of my religious experience.

I was not simply a Pentecostal, though. I was a Oneness Pentecostal. This requires some explanation. Pentecostalism is a twentieth-century movement that resulted from the development of a peculiar theology of the work of the Holy Spirit and the "gift" of speaking in tongues. The reasoning was fairly straightforward: In the Bible people spoke with tongues (i.e., languages they never learned) when they initially received the gift of the Holy Spirit (e.g., Acts 2:4, 10:48). This "pattern" should be expected today. Most thought that the gift of the Holy Spirit was subsequent to the experience of "salvation" that comes through faith in Christ. Its purpose is to empower the Christian for the work of evangelizing the world.

Pentecostalism, from the start, saw itself as a renewal and reforming movement that sought to recover "lost" truths from early Christianity. They searched the Scriptures diligently in an effort to find patterns and truths that were abandoned or distorted through the centuries. Most of these "discoveries" were discarded and Pentecostalism became, for the most part, a revised synthesis of Wesleyan and Baptist ideas (reflecting its founders) with a heavy emphasis on spiritual gifts, especially speaking in tongues and divine healing.
During the early days of Pentecostalism, however, there was one unusual theological proposal that has survived in separate Pentecostal organizations. Although most Pentecostals are Trinitarians, a significant minority of the movement chose an anti-Trinitarian position. 
Questioning the Trinity as a valid theological synthesis of the biblical data grew out of a peculiar understanding of water baptism. Most Pentecostals understood baptism as an "ordinance" for adults declaring their conversion to Christ. The act of baptism was typically administered by full immersion using the traditional Trinitarian formula. Some claimed to have discovered, however, that baptism was not originally in the name of the Trinity. Instead, baptism in the New Testament was performed "in the name of Jesus" (e.g., Acts 2:38). This claim does not contradict the words of Matthew 28:19, they argued, since that text speaks of the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The single "name" mentioned in that text is Jesus. Those not baptized with the name of Jesus uttered over them, then, are not correctly or validly baptized. Those emphasizing the "Jesus’ name" formula tended to understand baptism as much more than a declaration of conversion. Baptism was understood by many, including the major denominations that resulted from this early controversy, as the act of obedience that results in the forgiveness of sins. Baptism in Jesus’ name, then, is not optional but necessary.

It was not long before this controversy over baptism turned into a controversy over the nature of God. If Jesus is the "name" of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, this leads naturally to a modalistic conception of God. The Father is simply one of the various modes, activities or roles of Jesus. For example, I am currently a father, son and husband yet only one person; similarly, God functions in various roles but is only one person. Since most Pentecostals adhered to the traditional understanding of God that affirmed three eternal divine Persons in the one nature of God, this was a controversy of massive significance. It not only had a bearing on how one will worship and think of God but also made a statement of how these Pentecostals saw themselves in relationship to the broader history of Christianity. Eventually, the Oneness Pentecostals, or the anti-Trinitarian groups, had to form their own organizations and expressions of faith.

Space is much too limited to describe or answer all the theological issues related to Oneness Pentecostalism. I’ve written a lengthy manuscript in which I do discuss the issues at great length. I believe all these positions are seriously flawed and quite answerable. Suffice it to say, though, this branch of Pentecostalism consciously chose to part ways with "traditional" Christianity on central questions of how we understand God and Christ as well as human salvation.

Through an unusual series of events, I found myself a Oneness Pentecostal for seven formative years of my youth. I was convinced during most of that time that we had the true understanding of the Bible and it was my goal to persuade as many people as I could that we were right. I did a good amount of preaching and teaching during those years and spent three years in a Oneness Bible college preparing for ministry, graduating in 1990.

Shortly after graduation, however, my theological convictions had developed to the point that I could no longer stay. The primary reason for this development is that I had turned most of my studies to the subject of the Trinity. My initial reason for this focus was that I wanted to thoroughly study the history and supposed scriptural bases for Trinitarian theology so that I could definitively show that it is false and contrary to the Scriptures. The conclusion of my study was that the Trinity is a more faithful synthesis of the biblical data than ours. There were certain verses of Scripture that simply could not be pressed into our theory without severe violence to their words (e.g., John 16:13, 17:5).

My study also impressed me deeply with the wisdom and insight of so many authors, past and present. I was particularly intrigued with the early Fathers of the Church. My fascination with the development of Christian theology in the early centuries opened my mind to areas of theology that I had never studied. Without describing all the specifics, I experienced a deep historical loneliness when I compared my faith with that of the early Fathers. Though I knew very little of Catholicism at the time, I couldn’t help noticing all the "Catholic" ideas that were interwoven into their writings (e.g., sacraments, tradition, apostolic succession). I was certainly not convinced that I should become a Catholic (the thought probably never crossed my mind) but I was convinced that I needed to draw closer to a historically conscious, creedal understanding of Christianity rather than the more individualistic approach that characterized Oneness Pentecostalism.
From Pentecostalism to Catholicism
After some time of struggle and doubt about where to go, I turned to the Assemblies of God. The Assemblies is a Trinitarian Pentecostal denomination. There I found wonderful and receptive people. (I should add, I look back with fond thoughts on so many of those in every form of Christianity I’ve been privileged to journey with through the years.) I taught and preached for several years in several different churches, even doing pastoral work for two congregations. I continued my education earning bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Scripture. While still in the Assemblies, I decided to continue my study of historical and systematic theology at the Catholic seminary in Houston, Texas, eventually completing a second master’s degree, this time in systematic theology. Even though the people in the Assemblies were friendly, supportive and receptive, I never felt completely comfortable with staying in that context. With a growing sense of history, tradition, sacraments and problems with some distinctive Protestant ideas, I began to look more seriously at the Catholic faith.

My theoretical interest in Catholicism turned into an existential challenge, however, when a young lady on the campus of the University of Texas asked me a question while I was participating in a panel discussion on Christian apologetics: "People constantly ask us to accept their version of 'truth.' I want to know from you why I should accept your interpretation of the Bible." I do not recall how I answered her question. I do know that during my three-hour drive home that evening I was tormented by that question. Why should anyone listen to me? My mind rushed over all the possible answers to that question. The only one that continued to surface over and again that had any real persuasive power was the one found in the early Fathers of the Church: The Christian faith that should be embraced is that passed along through unbroken succession from Christ through the Apostles and the Bishops that followed them. 
The reality of a true, public and objective continuity of teaching reaching back to the original source of our faith was far more compelling to my mind than the more "Gnostic" notion of "secret" revelation or private judgment.
To make matters worse, I began to go through a crisis regarding Scripture itself. I never wavered in my confidence that the Bible communicates God’s truth but I found that it was rather difficult to think of the Bible without thinking of the way in which the Bible came to us in our time. I could not deny that the Bible was recognized, collected, and interpreted through a historical process. I also could not deny that I had always implicitly assumed the judgments of those involved in this historical process were correct. My love of the Bible, then, began to force me to acknowledge the divine guidance of the Church that passed along its contents through a long historical sequence. Since I wanted to embrace the Bible, I found myself increasingly forced to embrace the Church with succession from Christ and the Apostles as well.

This crisis of authority prompted an extended study of Catholic literature, old and new. I immersed myself in everything I could find. The more I studied Catholicism the more I discovered its consistency and beauty. Those things I thought were forbidding in Catholic faith became attractive when I saw them from within the Catholic world-view. I had long accepted inaccurate claims about Catholicism without sympathetically listening to the primary sources of Catholic teaching. Now that I listened, I came to believe. I chose to embrace Catholic faith and enter the Church.

Perhaps it is fitting to mention that when this decision was made I had begun a new graduate program. In something of a shift in my studies, I chose to pursue understanding the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas. My love of apologetics pushed me in that direction for quite some time. I would eventually complete a master’s degree in philosophy, studying primarily ancient and medieval philosophy in dialog with Aquinas and the other great Catholic minds of the Middle Ages. I will be forever grateful for those years of studying Aquinas and others that provided further immersion into our great tradition. Not a day goes by that I do not draw from this deep well of insight that has continually confirmed my choice to embrace the Catholic faith.

Shortly after joining the Church, I began teaching at a wonderful Catholic school in Houston: Strake Jesuit College Preparatory. I could not hope for a more wonderful place to teach. I work with dedicated theology teachers and bright students who provide a community of faith and dialog that is always challenging and fulfilling. A few years later I began teaching part-time at the University of St. Thomas, an institution that has given much to me in my years of formal study in theology and philosophy. I consider it a true privilege to give something back to a school that has deeply impacted my life.
The Present
Perhaps it is appropriate to conclude this all-too-brief article with the observation that my story is still ongoing! What can I say about what being Catholic has meant to me over the last thirteen years or so since I decided to embrace this faith?

These years have been the most meaningful, fulfilling, trying, frustrating, challenging, and triumphant of my life. On one hand, my faith and convictions have been challenged in unique ways and, on the other hand, I have seen God work in truly astonishing and unexpected ways. The challenges of daily living in this world always make life interesting. I think I’ve seen enough, though, that I can make some general observations about how being Catholic has affected me.

First, I think being Catholic has caused me to reflect much more seriously on the universal purposes of God in this world. The very word "Catholic" speaks of the Church’s universal mission. The great Catholic theologians have all sought to integrate the insights of human reason with the insights of our faith. I have grown to appreciate and share in this tradition and have become much more interested in understanding others. I see myself as a small part of a much larger unfolding plan, a plan I cannot fully grasp. Although that plan escapes our full intellectual grasp, our faith assures us that Christ is the key to its ultimate realization. I find it truly enriching to live within a tradition much bigger than myself that invites me to share in God’s work here and now as well as strengthens my hope to share in the life to come.

Second, I have grown in my love of the liturgy. The Church’s calendar invites us to journey through the seasons of the year, the mysteries of our faith, and the changing winds of daily life, with a true awareness of the infinite and timeless God. I see the liturgy as a true haven of stability in the midst of an unstable world.

Third, I am apparently becoming something of a "softy". During my youth, it was extremely rare for me to cry. Now I find my eyes welling with tears when I see a baby baptized or sing a gathering hymn that celebrates the fact that "in this place" every person is important and bears the divine image. Rather than always trying to learn something new, I now find much joy in reflecting more deeply on those things I know and experience on a regular basis. The mystery of love and our longing for happiness intrigue me each day as I seek to follow the way of Christ.

I am intrigued by the stories sometimes told by those narrowly escaping death. They often claim their lives flash before their mind’s eye. I sometimes think this happens at the moment of death. I suspect that when I breathe my last breath in this world, the faces of my loved ones and my students will flash before my mind’s eye. Even if I do not have a penny in my bank account, I will know that my life fulfilled its purpose when I see in one moment the faces of the thousands of lives into which I was privileged to place some parts of our wonderful faith. I also think that in that same moment I will see that, although I have changed much through the years, I have been faithful to the foundational convictions that awakened my heart and mind as a child: those pertaining to God, Christ, and the Scriptures. Along the road of life I discovered that I was best able to serve God, trust in Christ, and understand the biblical message within the context of the Catholic faith. Embracing the Catholic faith is not only intellectually satisfying, but it is also a way of life that makes sense of the many dimensions of human existence in this world. Living within the context of such an all-encompassing faith brings with it continual internal confirmation. Unlike my early days among the Baptists or Pentecostals, I now find myself unable to think of being anywhere else.
Of course, I am aware that I fall short all too often of the ideals suggested in these autobiographical reflections. It is comforting to know, however, that the history of our faith, reaching into the biblical texts themselves, is a long story of God’s patient workings with flawed people: people like me. To know ourselves is to live in dependence on God’s mercy and grace. The Catholic faith is a community, and grace, mercy and hope are reflected sacramentally in every Eucharistic celebration. I suppose this is the highest reason I am happy to call the Catholic Church my home.
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