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By Dow Escalante, October 27, 2006 

In 1995, the year my son Ryan was born, I was sitting in our Home Bible Study with some of my best friends. Being a father of three young boys had its terrifying moments, but I could always depend on our small group to be there to help us through the hard times. The hosts that night were Tim and Pam Randolph. After a half hour or so of laughing and eating, Tim sat us down and told us that he had an important announcement to make. I sat down excited, thinking maybe it had something to do with recording an album together since he had been prodding me to record and suggested that he would produce, so this was on my mind. But what he was about to say was not what I was expecting . . . indeed!
You’re becoming what?
I sat apprehensively. Tim spoke. "Guys . . . I’ll get right to the point. Pam and I, and the family, are re-entering the Catholic Church." "Did he just say what I think he said?" I remember thinking as I glanced at my wife. "What?" I said, and then asked Tim to repeat himself.

Another friend of ours, Ross, said, "Oh really, why didn’t you choose the Orthodox Church?" I remember thinking, "Wait a minute, this is a joke! Tim is a leader in our church, he knows better than to return to the 'Whore of Babylon' (as I was taught in my fundamentalist Bible College). And what’s this 'Orthodox Church' Ross was speaking of?"
My heart dropped to the floor in disappointment as I listened to one of my best friends share with our group that it was true and that they were leaving our Non-denominational church immediately. Tim explained that he had spent significant time with our pastor discussing, arguing, praying, and then finally deciding it was time — it was time to re-enter the Church of his birth, the Church of the first century (as he put it), the Roman Catholic Church. He also let us know that he needed to return to the Eucharist.

I thought, "The what?" Little did I know that this internal question would lead me into further discussions with Tim about his decision.

I was shocked and stunned beyond belief. I told Tim I’d like to talk to him sometime in private about all this and he agreed.
A First Encounter of the Strangest Kind
We sat in Denny’s in Fremont, California on a Saturday afternoon. I remember taking my Bible; I felt like David preparing to slay Goliath as I tried to recall all the Bible verses I could to defend my Protestant faith, our Protestant Faith! Tim was humble as I sat there telling him he was wrong. He listened quietly as I told him that it was wrong to rely on the traditions of man, and wrong to worship Mary, and wrong to believe that one man — the Pope — was to oversee the entire church . . . wrong . . . wrong . . . wrong!

Tim’s calm demeanor aggravated me, but also intrigued me as he calmly explained that I was using the Scriptures to defend "my" point of view, not the "historic Church." I remember saying something like, "What in the world are you talking about, 'Historic Church'?" He said, "Yes, Dow, the church we’ve been worshipping in (the Christian Church/Churches of Christ) is a church with roots from the late 19th Century, the Church that I am returning to has its roots in the 1st Century." I was startled to hear something like that. I had never heard anyone talk like that before. I only remember hearing in our Non-denominational denomination that we were "just Christians," trying to get back to being the Church of the 1st Century (in reality, the Restoration Movement).

I told Tim that he could talk all he wanted to about the "historic Church," but the real issue at hand was the "authority of the Bible.” He looked at me and said, "Dow, who do you think gave the Bible you hold in your hand its authority?" I said, "Well, God of course." He said, "Come on Dow, of course it was God and you know better than that! You went to Bible College. Remember that little subject you studied called 'the Canon of Scripture'?" "Yes, I remember."
"Well Dow, who was present at the canonization of the scripture… who were the 'people' that over saw that decision?"
"The leaders of the Church of course…the ones in authority," I replied.
He said, "Okay. Do you realize that it was the Catholic Church — the Church Fathers, the Bishops, and the Pope — who were present when they decided which Scriptures would be put into that Bible you hold?"
"Okay," I said, "I’ll give you that. Yes, I understand."
He went on, "Dow, there are two fundamental reasons why I left the Protestant church. First of all, I left because of 'authority'. The Protestant Reformation was in part a rebellion against the Church. Were there some things not right in the Church at the time? Sure! No one will argue that, but Jesus said, 'The gates of hell will not prevail against it,' referring to the Church. So why did certain men feel like the gates of hell had come against the Church in such a way that change could not happen? Dow, there’s much more to the Reformation than you realize. Our college professors didn’t tell us everything."
I said, "Okay Tim, I get what you’re saying, but I still don’t understand why you think the Bible doesn’t hold its own authority over your life."
"That’s not the issue, Dow. The issue is that, according to Protestant teaching, the Bible is the believer’s 'sole' authority. Have you ever heard of something called sola scriptura?"
"Yes, of course," I replied.

Tim then said, "Well, let me ask you Dow, where does it say in the Bible that the Bible is to be a believers 'sole' authority? That’s the second issue that brought me back to Catholicism."
I couldn’t answer him, but then I remembered, "Well Paul said to Timothy, 'All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness . . .'" (2 Timothy 3:16).

He said, "Does it say, 'and should be the believer’s only authority'?"
I had to say, "No".  So there I sat, dumbfounded that I was listening to one of my best friends explain to me that the "authority" of the Scriptures — or rather the authority of the "ones" who gave our Bibles authority — and his yearning to be a part of this Church that Jesus left us in the first century, was causing him to leave our Protestant fellowship and re-enter the Catholic Church.

I sighed as I left Denny’s that day, but I remember not being agitated or upset with my friend. I remember sitting in my car as I started the engine and thinking, "Wait, if Tim is right, what does that mean for me?"
Moving On
Tim and I maintained our relationship. I continued my duties at Green Valley Christian Church as their part-time worship minister, preaching occasionally for our senior minister when he was out of town.

In the Fall of 1996, my family and I returned to missionary training with New Tribes Mission. We were headed for Jersey Shore, Pennsylvania to begin a year long program affectionately called "Boot Camp." There would be about fifteen other families and singles there along with a staff of eight or ten that would train us for the foreign mission field. Our desire was to go to Papua New Guinea to take the Gospel of Jesus Christ to tribal people who were living in darkness and desperately needed the light of Jesus Christ in their lives.

We were all ready to head out on the road for our 2000 mile plus journey with our kids, suit-cases, and 1000 music CDs we had recorded with the help of Tim. When we left, Tim met us in a parking lot to say goodbye. I remember tears welling in my eyes as I was saying goodbye to my dear friend. He hugged me and said "I want you to have this Dow." It was a book entitled The Faith of the Early Fathers—Volume 1. Tim said, "Dow, just read with an open mind and heart, and be a good student of scripture — compare-compare!" I thanked Tim and gave him another hug, and we were off on our journey across the country.
My First Discovery
During our travels from church to church proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ and challenging other Christians to give their lives to full time service in missionary work, I began reading this first volume that Tim gave me. I have to admit that my first inclination was that the book was only Catholic propaganda, and would be heavily laden with false doctrine — false doctrine I could easily disprove with my Bible. But what I discovered was to the contrary. All I found was that this editor had compiled portions of writings that had been preserved from the early Church officials, or as he called them, Fathers. I was intrigued that these documents were ever written and still preserved and studied! In my college days there had been only a handful of times I could remember any reference being made to church officials, or believers during the period following the death of St. John the Apostle up until the Reformation. I was shocked that in this volume I was reading "letters" written by men who were claiming to be the direct descendents of the original Apostles! If it was true that they were the "descendants" of the Apostles then maybe I should pay attention to what they were writing

One of the first things that popped out at me was a small portion of the Didache — a document that scholars say was written in the early part of the 2nd century, and some even think earlier then that—in the 1st century! This document contains instructions concerning baptism: ". . . baptize in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, in living water. If you have no living water, then baptize in other water, and if you are not able in cold, then in warm. If you have neither, pour water three times on the head, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit . . ." 
I remember thinking, "What in the world? I can’t believe that the ancient Church practiced 'sprinkling,' but there it was, in black and white, in a document that can be dated back to the 1st or early 2nd century. I thought if this document was truly giving instructions to the Church at large regarding baptism, by legitimate leaders, then how different would it be from say the instructions given to the gentile church in Acts 15 at the first council of the Church. This discovery really shook me to my Protestant core because if it were true that the ancient Church practiced sprinkling something that 21st century Protestants condemned, then what else was I going to find that contradicted what I had formally thought was gospel truth?
God Moves Us
In the fall of 1997, we had to leave our missionary training due to our oldest son’s health. The Lord brought us to Branson, Missouri where I was offered a role in a musical based on the life of Christ. I received a small part as a chorus member, but we praised the Lord that I would be getting paid to use my singing talents and doing ministry at the same time.

We became involved in a Protestant church movement revolving around the teachings of Chuck Smith, founder of Calvary Chapel, Costa Mesa, California. It was there that I learned not to limit the Holy Spirit. Calvary Chapels around the world try to balance the theological differences between conservative churches such as Bible Fellowships or Southern Baptist churches and Pentecostal churches such as Assembly of God or Foursquare churches. It was a good time for me, leading worship in this small community of believers, and occasionally preaching. During this time I continued my studies on Church history, and also continued my relationship with Tim via email.

I Make the Call
In 1998, I finally got up the courage to call the local Catholic Church to see if I could make an appointment with the priest to ask him some questions about Mary. I wanted to get a feeling if he was a worshipper of Mary, and then I could just throw out my growing convictions that the ancient Church was the Catholic Church. Yes, I was getting frightened to think that I might someday "have" to become Catholic!

I arrived at Our Lady of the Lake Catholic Church terrified: terrified that someone might see me in the parking lot, and terrified that I just might like this priest! I wasn’t able to meet the priest that day due to some unforeseen situation he had to deal with, but I did get to meet my first nun! She was a very quiet, unassuming woman that struck me as nice. I told her in brief that I was a Protestant in search of the truth about the ancient Church. She handed me a few pamphlets on the Catholic Church and wished me well. She said if I had any questions about the pamphlets I could call anytime. I left there thinking, "Okay, I did it. I made the call. I came to see him. He’s not here. God must be telling me to just move on." So I did.

I continued reading and researching Church history, but I didn’t pursue any real conversation with Catholic Christians . . . yet.

A Tidal Wave in My Life
In January of 1999, my wife and I decided that I should go back to college to finish my degree. I was feeling led to enter the medical field, possibly as a nurse, so I left the theater and began full time study while she found an excellent job with benefits to support our family.

It was in this job that she started turning from her Christian virtues and becoming a woman I never thought was possible for her to become. It started with her smoking. She said that she always wanted to return to this habit she had in high school and the people she worked with enticed her to begin it again. I told her that I didn’t agree with her, that it was bad for her health and a bad example to our kids. She refused to listen and she said she would only smoke outside. Well this started the downward cycle in our relationship.

In the summer of 1999, I took a trip to California to visit my family. At the suggestion of my wife I took my three boys and we made it a memorable "road trip". While I was on this trip with my boys my wife made some life changing decisions that would forever affect us all. When I returned she said she had to move out and think through whether or not she wanted to be married to me any longer. Shock would be an understatement for how I felt. I was devastated. I felt like a tidal wave had struck our home and I was drowning. She moved out and moved in with her brother, and left me with the boys. After a few weeks of this, she moved back, but told me that she wanted to move closer to her work which was about a 50 minute drive. She wanted to take the boys with her, but not me.

My Life Is Over . . . Until
She did move. It felt like my life was over. I let her take the boys. I was an emotional wreck. I couldn’t fight her. After a 3 week stay in California with my family to get some help emotionally I returned to Branson and got my old job back with the theater and attempted to rebuild my life.

It was during this time that I met the angel in my life. Alesha worked upstairs in the marketing department while I worked on stage. I was still recovering emotionally from my divorce and quite frankly should have only concentrated on that aspect of my life, but when I met her I knew there was more to our meeting than just chance. It took some time but I finally convinced her to just go out for some coffee or dessert. After much prodding and begging (at least on my part) she finally agreed, and I came to find out that she only agreed because she felt sorry for me! But I accomplished my goal. I offered to take her and her best friend out to the movies and dinner, my treat.  We had a chaperone on our first date and it was the most wonderful time of my life. We enjoyed wonderful conversation and good laughs.

Our relationship blossomed quickly. We had a lot in common. Her ex-husband, had left her and her daughter. Our commonality drew us closer together, as well as our love for the Lord. When I knew that our relationship was growing closer and closer to the point of marriage, I told Alesha all about my journey to this point; a journey that could possibly take me into the Catholic Church. I explained to her that for some time I had been studying the ancient Church and was becoming more and more convinced that the Church of the 1st century was the Catholic Church. She told me, "Dow, I would trust your spiritual leadership in my life if I were your wife. I will follow you anywhere." That did it for me! I asked her to marry me and to my utter disbelief she said yes! We were married on June 10, 2000, and immediately became a family of six!
In order to make ends meet I took a part time ministry in a church in Springfield, Missouri as their worship leader, and worked for Bank One in their customer service department. During this time my search within the Catholic Church was becoming stronger and stronger. I was reading all the Scott Hahn books I could get my hands on and learning so much about the Mass that I was beginning to really hunger for the "Real Presence of Christ" in the Eucharist. I then remembered Tim’s comment to us that night during our Bible study, "I need to return to the Eucharist." One passage of scripture that just blew me away like it never had before was John 6. I remember reading Scott’s comments about Jesus’ words to those who had been looking for him after his miracle of the feeding of the 5000. Scott said something like this, “When Jesus told the crowd that he was the living bread come down from heaven and that whoever eats his flesh and drinks his blood remains in him, he made no apologies for it. And after they grumbled and walked away from him he didn’t go chasing them saying, 'Hey guys! I was only kidding. I was only speaking figuratively — symbolically! I didn’t mean it.' No he didn’t chase after them because he meant what he meant" (My apologies to Scott Hahn for hacking his words with my memory!). For the first time, "I was longing for Jesus’ presence in Communion, while only growing more frustrated in my church’s teaching that Jesus is only 'present' symbolically."
God Grows My New Family
We were blessed on March 19, 2001 with another boy! It was this year that would change my life forever. September 11, 2001. I sat glued to the television as I watched recovery efforts non-stop on the news of the World Trade Center. I remember sitting there at 1 AM crying, sobbing over the devastation I was witnessing. I remember telling God, "Lord, I will do whatever you desire — use me."
Alesha’s home church of Mt. Branson Christian Church in Branson, Missouri, was needing a Senior Minister and a Worship Minister. I told this small congregation I was available and they could use me as they pleased. They offered me a full time position as Associate Minister in December of 2001. I accepted the call.

Despite all my growing convictions about the Catholic Church, I felt that God was telling me to take this. It wasn’t until just recently as I reflected on my time with Mt. Branson, that I realized God had done an incredible work in my life. It had been in my four years with this congregation that God had solidified my growing Catholic Theology. Amazingly he had even used my relationship with the Senior Minister to challenge my thinking regarding "covenant." I had the awesome privilege to share the pulpit with this man, and I am forever grateful for the opportunity to break open the Word of God for his people.

While in ministry at Mt. Branson the Lord blessed us with another child, my first biological daughter! Emily Faith was born August 12, 2003. I know that I haven’t mentioned all of the children’s names, but I do with Emily because her birth has something to do with my growing convictions about the Church. I had been studying the Church’s teaching concerning contraception and I told Alesha that I was convicted that we had been using artificial means to prevent pregnancy. Alesha was gracious to me as I explained to her my concerns that we were living in sin. We stopped using contraceptives and Emily was conceived in no time at all! When we went to have our ultrasound we cried tears of joy as the nurse explained to us that we were looking at a little girl on that computer monitor. Alesha looked at me and said, "You finally have your little girl." I thank the Lord that the teachings of his Church stopped me from continuing to prevent life, and he blessed us with such a beautiful gift.

The Tiber Gets Nearer
Since becoming a Christian I had read theology intensively, but I started making discoveries in the Bible, after being challenged by my good friend Tim Randolph, that were really beginning to trouble me as a Protestant. For example, the shocking "Catholicity" of certain verses leaped out at me. I was bothered by Christ’s statements about the apostles having the power to bind and loose (Matthew 16:18 and 18:18) and about their having the power to forgive sins (John 20:21-23) and Jesus’ own words that the bread was (his) "body" and the wine was (his) "blood" (John 6). I didn’t know what to make of these passages, so I would do what my college Bible teachers told me to do: "put them aside until the Lord reveals to you the meaning of these Scriptures . . . don’t let them trouble you . . . God’s Word will not return void." So I did. I stuffed my troubles. For that’s what these discoveries were doing for me . . . troubling me.

As Catholic apologist Jimmy Akin says about his own journey to the Catholic Church, "Eventually, when the time came to deal with them, I had to conclude that Jesus had meant exactly what he had said His ministers really do have the power to forgive and retain sins. I had to admit to myself that the Catholics were right about the sacrament of confession, and Presbyterianism was simply out of synch with Scripture on this point." And I (Dow) had to admit that the Catholic Church was right on when they taught the "Real Presence" of Christ in the Bread and Wine.

We REALLY, REALLY make the call
In the summer of 2005, I told Alesha, "It’s time honey." She knew exactly what I meant. I called Our Lady of the Lake Church and made an appointment with Monsignor Bucher. I met him in his residency and I cried. I cried because I told him that I wanted to come home. I shared with him my story and he sat in amazement, not at me, but at God’s unfathomable grace. I told him that I wanted to enter the Church of Mary’s Son! Yes! I had even begun to grasp Marian theology, yet I still have so much to learn. He told me that we have only one big hurdle and that would be our prior marriages. I knew we were going to have to seek annulments for them, and I told him that we were ready for the process. He smiled and said, "Good."
And that’s what I thought as well, "Good. I feel good." It feels right. The struggles we’ve had to face since making this decision, since beginning the R.C.I.A (Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults) process in September of 2005, which will culminate for us during the Easter Vigil of 2006, all feels right. We’ve had struggles with our church family at Mt. Branson. 
Some don’t understand, some avoid us, and some are trying to save us from the worse decision of our life (according to them). Even though some discussions have been very difficult, they still feel good. It felt good to finally come out of the closet, so to speak, regarding our entry into the Catholic Church. It feels right telling people we love and respect that we are only listening, and trying to do what the Lord is telling us to do. It feels right, having to go through the annulment process, facing the pain of our prior relationships, and submitting ourselves to the authority of the Church. As of this writing we’ll be entering the Church, the Church of the 1st century, the Ancient Church, the One, Holy, Apostolic Church during the Easter Vigil this year (2006). Am I excited? Oh my, words could not describe to you how excited I am. To enter into Mass with God’s people, humbly bow down before the Tabernacle, and wait patiently for the appointed time, the Eucharistic prayer, and then partake of my Lord’s body and blood, soul and divinity as it was done that fateful night of the Passover with the Lord and His disciples, and now, again with us, as we listen — "This is my body, this is my blood — take and eat — all of you." Yes Lord! Yes!
Dow Escalante, his wife, and children were received into full communion with the Catholic Church at the Easter Vigil Mass, 2006, in Branson, Missouri.
