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Why I believe in God and why I became a Catholic
http://bellsouthpwp2.net/p/u/putnam_w/My%20Story.htm
By William M. Putnam 

BACKGROUND

I was born and raised in a protestant fundamentalist atmosphere, essentially by a single mother (My father deserted his wife and family during the height of the depression) and while my mother did not attend church herself, she insisted I go to Sunday school in my childhood and youth.  The last church I attended before joining the Navy in 1947 was the Church of The Nazarene.  I was essentially a non-baptized, non-church member (officially) and a "nominal" Christian.  I was "saved" at the altar rail of the church, confessing my sins and accepted Jesus Christ as my Savior and Lord.  Even so, I confess I did not follow up too well to becoming a good practicing Christian.
NAVY DAYS

While I was more or less a lukewarm Christian, I still had the nagging question in the back of my mind: Is there really a God? I did go to church occasionally (Protestant services by a Navy chaplain) but my doubts lingered. Was there a supreme being that created all of the physical universe and every living creature?  

There were two occurrences that caused me to wonder more and to attempt a search for answers:

(1)  While in downtown San Francisco (attending a Navy School there) I came upon a group of people handing out religious tracts. Nothing unusual about this, but these people were Catholics handing out something about the Virgin Mary......In the Philippines...... a vision of some kind...... rose petals from the sky given as a sign! The claims made by this tract were certainly incredible but I was attracted.  My curiosity was aroused and I wanted to see more.  If this was indeed the Virgin Mary doing all of these things, then do we not have some sort of a clue, a hint, a "footprint" being given by God or is this just a hoax?  Could this possibly be that clue I was looking for that says: "Here I am ........for those who do not believe .........here is a sign that I am God."

This encounter bothered me a lot, especially when others came up and protested the audacity of Catholics giving out their "propaganda" in full public view!  Even though they stood silently and without actively pushing their literature to people walking by, the mere presence of the literature on the table upset a lot of people. I went back to the base wondering.......

(2)  The friendship of a fellow shipmate.  It shames me that I cannot recall his name.  He was my age, but in his company he eagerly answered my questions about the Catholic Church. Why is that one religious denomination so hated by others, I wondered?

In the early 1950's, anti-Catholicism was preached regularly from many pulpits, including the church I attended as a young man. Even my mother told me to join any Christian church I wanted, but stay away from the Catholic Church!  WHY, I wondered? 

My friend defended the Church with such a calm and competent manor that I was deeply impressed.  He bared all of the Church's "dirty linen" including the Spanish Inquisition, the abuses within the Church that ultimately resulted in Luther's revolt, the many sinful popes that reigned and all of the human frailties that all men have. And then my friend showed me a passage in the bible that I will never forget.....................Matthew 16: 13 thru 19......... Simon is named Peter......Jesus establishes HIS Church, and states that "the Gates of Hell shall not prevail against it" (prevent the church from falling into error......even with the human frailties of its clergy!)............and then to Peter alone, Jesus Gives him the "Keys of the Kingdom"........and along with that was given the power to "bind and loose!" To make rules and regulations in the church, modifying them as he sees fit.  Peter is in charge of the new Church Jesus founds!  

Despite sinful men, priests, bishops and popes throughout the centuries, Holy Mother Church is preserved free of error!  (It took me a very long time before I accepted this!)  A good priest friend of mine made the statement to me that the Church survives DESPITE her own clergy! That is perhaps a miracle in its own right!

After years of prayerful study and enquiry, I finally took instructions from a Navy catholic chaplain and was baptized a catholic! I had finally "come home" to the only church that made real sense to me. The only church who could trace her history back to Jesus Christ Himself.
THE "FOOTPRINTS" OF GOD

One of the critical issues in my accepting the Catholic Church as THE church of Jesus Christ was another interesting phenomenon that was apparently exclusive to that church and no other....real bona fide miracles and supernatural occurrences that no other church can claim. Indeed, one of the critical reasons I accepted Christianity over all the other religions of the world was this very thing. The bible has the audacity to show the occurrence of the supernatural -- Miracles performed by God: God speaks to Abraham, the other prophets, and through the "burning bush" God spoke to Moses -- the old and ancient "footprints" left behind by God for all of us to see and wonder about.

The ultimate culmination of miracles is the New Testament.  The most audacious of any religious declaration of all -- The Son of God; Jesus Christ is God Himself, a savior who performs the greatest of miracles ever seen and culminating with the greatest miracle of all -- the resurrection!

EVIDENCE OF GOD

Before I go on, I think I am going to have to quantify the evidence of God into three categories: 

Evidence of the order three:  

This the lowest order of evidence.  It's that feeling most of mankind have that there is more then just the physical universe.  An almost universal inkling of God, when man wonders why he is here and is there anything beyond death. No matter what man discovers, new mysteries open up many  fold, and as his knowledge expands, so also the awesome feeling of how much more wonderful is God's creation.  To the atheist and agnostic, this is not evidence but only a creation of the mind; it is an invention that man conjures to only explain what he does not understand.

Evidence of the order two:

I will deal with this evidence in the greatest detail, as this is the evidence I will cite later on. This is where the supernatural and the manifestation of miracles comes in.  These are the "footprints" of God I will discuss -- When did they occur; what are some examples; do they still occur "today," and what is the proof.  This evidence may be the miraculous appearance (apparition) of an angel or saint to an individual (to whom such a miracle will be of the order one) or some physical manifestation that is clearly against the normal laws of nature.  The miracle is spectacular in nature, since its purpose is to inspire the people who witness it.  

Evidence of the order one:

Very few have witnessed this order of evidence.  It is the direct appearance of a "messenger" from Heaven.  The best example of order one evidence is the apostles’ direct contact with Jesus Christ on earth.  While Jesus is God, He was in human form meaning that GOD (the Father) cannot be viewed directly -- No one has -- until Heaven itself is attained and we enjoy the "Beatific Vision of God Himself."  Those who are visited by any heavenly messenger, be it the Virgin Mary, one of the angels, other saints or any messenger who bears a message from God in Heaven.  This order of evidence is difficult to prove, and is often only indicated by the occasion of evidence of the order two that indicates an order one phenomenon has indeed occurred. That an individual claims to see, let's say, the Blessed Virgin Mary, we only have that persons word for it unless there is some second order evidence that accompanies the claim.  The shepherds in the field witnessed order one evidence of God by the angels’ announcement of the birth of Jesus Christ.  Of course Mary herself witnessed an angel to announce God's special role assigned to her.  A little girl in France, in the mid 1800's, had an order one evidence of God's existence when the Virgin Mary appeared to Bernadette at Lourdes. Those who witnessed her ecstasy and her trance; those who were miraculously and spectacularly cured of their illnesses, all are witnesses to evidence of the second order.  There is another bit of evidence, perhaps the most spectacular of them all, that was left when she died as a nun years later.  It's there for all to see!  I will reveal what it is later.   

Hard to believe?  Certainly, but this was my quest in my search for God.  Did God leave "footprints" of his existence in the sands of human existence?  "If there is a God, then show yourself!"......was my cry to Heaven.  He did!  He always has showed himself -- All I had to do was look and I found it within the bounds of the Catholic Church!

SEARCHING FOR GOD

I guess what I did was look at all of the religions of the world to see if I can find where God really communicated with his creation and mankind on earth. Oh sure, I found lot's of good human insights, enlightenments, and "self revelations" that may or may not have come from God.  All very wonderful.  But I was still not satisfied.  I wanted more.  Buddha may have been inspired, but did God do it?  The god's of Hinduism were in the minds of men who conjured them, but were they inspired by God, and if so, how?  Allah of Islam, did you talk directly to Mohammed and how do we know that?  "Prove it!" I said. The Koran said little, all the other literature I looked at said little............and it was only the Holy Bible......the Old and New Testaments that stood up and said, "Here it is, it is documented here in these pages, the spectacular works of the great miracles of God!  The greatest concentration of these evidences of the second class were in the New Testament. I need not repeat all of the things Jesus Christ did to manifest his nature as the Son of God.  Water turned into wine, Lazarus raised from the dead, the blind made to see, culminating in His death and resurrection on the cross, finally climaxing in the RESURRECTION!!  The greatest of miracles for man to see!

But alas, there is one big problem. Is the bible true, false, a hoax or what?  The agnostic/atheistic mind cannot accept the writings of men, and they laughingly slough-off the bible as a book of myths, good stories and tall tales. To them, not believable unless you have direct evidence that the bible is true.  What do I do now?

BEYOND THE BIBLE

What I did was assume for argument sake that the Bible is true. Under this assumption, we then can go back to Matthew 16: 14 through 19 where Jesus Establishes His church and take it from there.  Now parallel historical data indicate that there was indeed a new religion called Christianity, established at that time.  It is obvious that Christianity has spread throughout the Western world during the past 2000 years.  Unfortunately, it is also true that this Christianity is fragmented into many factions and groups, so O.K., what I had to do was separate the wheat from the chaff.  "Follow the supernatural events" and let the chips fall where they may.

I start looking for a continuance of evidences of the second kind.  Surely, the "footprints" of God must have continued beyond the Bible!

After the church was established and the last words of the New Testament were written, did supernatural occurrences continue? Remember, we are not going to look within the Bible -- We done that already.  We are going to look within the primitive church and see what we find.  And what do we discover?  We see a great persecution of the Church!  Many martyrs -- Christians hiding in the catacombs in ancient Rome.  We also find supernatural manifestations as well.  One of them I will cite............. St. Januarius.  Captured by Roman soldiers, he is executed on the spot!  Noted for his heroics and bravery, fellow Christians gather a portion of his blood and preserve it in a sealed glass vial.  To this very day, the congealed and dried blood can be seen in that vial, but if you want to see something spectacular, come to see it on the saints feast day.  The blood liquefies and runs red and often bubbles!! (The next day, it returns to its dried congealed condition.)  I must state here that the Catholic Church does NOT consider this a miracle........that's how strict the Church is on these things.  The Church want's more evidence! But ask the people who witness it!!  Is this a "footprint" of God?

I could go on and on with many other "footprints" many having Church "approval" (See NOTE below), but the task is too daunting to list them all. We have a litany of saints and other persons who suffered the "stigmata" (The wounds of Christ), with some subsisting only on the communion host or the consecrated bread. Some were able to mystically "bi-locate" to different lands and speak to the natives.  Most of them, at death, succumbed to the natural effects of decomposition as we all will in our coffins, but a select few--The "Incorruptibles" whose bodies, though buried directly into the damp soil, only to be exhumed perfectly intact hundreds of years later! (You the poor reader are probably having a tough time with this!  I don't blame you, but it gets better!) Incidentally, many of these incorrupt bodies are in plain view in the many shrines in their honor though out Europe!  I will say only one further thing--all of this happened within the faithful of the Catholic Church and no where else!

NOTE: "Church approval" does not mean that a phenomenon is absolutely true and a required dogma for catholic belief. It is simply a declaration that nothing objectionable has been found after extensive investigation, and that Catholics are free to accept or reject it as a matter of personal faith. Indeed, throughout history, the Church has had to suppress many reported phenomena as unworthy of belief. 

RECENT EVENTS

Now we get down to the nitty gritty of "recent" events.  One of these is not so recent, actually, but it's important to me because of where it occurred......In the Americas!  The other event is probably the most famous of them all; I cover it last because it is my favorite. Both of these events are both spectacular and well documented scientifically, and of interest here to indicate the quality of two of the most "spectacular" of God's "footprints!" 

Before I start, I must state that the literature I recommend for reading is not a complete report of "footprints" from me to you; they are only a start.  The evidence is in the tens and hundreds of scientific, medical and appropriate boards of investigations that have been convened.  Some of them are mentioned, but I have no idea how one may obtain copies of

them.  All I intend to do is point you in the right direction so that you may be hopefully inspired to continue beyond what I show you.  You must do this with an open mind and an open heart; else all of this will be of no avail.  Will there come a time when belief overcomes unbelief?  Yes, I think so, but the threshold is probably different in individuals.  It can come quickly or it can come slowly, or it may not come at all.  Won't you give it a try?

THE CONQUEST OF MEXICO

It was the conquest of Mexico by the Spanish forces under Captain Hernando Cortes that sets the scene of the story about to unfold.  The ruthless forces that put down all native resistance is beginning to defer to the civilizing effect of the Church with her monks and priests.  The natives prove, however, difficult to convert and get them away from their native gods and deities.  The task is slow, and indeed, there is cause for native revolt, for the taskmasters of Cortes' soldiers is a chafing burden.

There is success in christianizing some of the natives. One is named Juan Diego.  It is the year 1531 and Mexico City is but a frontier town.  It is here that Juan Diego is to be a recipient of a vision of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  It is via Tepeyac Hill that Juan traverses on his way to daily Mass.  The devout catholic is very close to his newly discovered God.  Such a beautiful lady should appear to him in this wild place?  Yet she is calming and assuring to Juan, wanting him to take a special message to the local bishop.  "I want a shrine built here in my behalf" she states, and Juan in much wonderment goes off to inform the bishop.

After much delay, the bishop reluctantly sees him, and is in total disbelief that such a vision could happen to the likes of Juan. But Juan is persistent. In exasperation, the bishop tells Juan: "Have her send me a sign that this is true."  (Secretly saying to himself, a good sign would be a bundle of Castilian roses, a flower not seen in the new world -- only his beloved Spain.)
Juan sees the vision again, and the beautiful lady informs Juan to pick from a certain place, the roses that have never grown here, let alone such a barren place.  What beautiful roses!  Juan has never seen such beautiful flowers in his life!  But he gathers a large bundle of them, but to make it easier to handle, he takes off his tilma (a rough fiber cloak-like garment that the natives wear) and wraps the roses within it and journeys to the house of the bishop.  Finally gaining audience, Juan then opens the cloak before the bishop, but the bishop does not pay any attention to the roses as they tumble to the floor, because his eyes are fixed in awe upon the open cloak, and he falls to his knees!

Before him, in all her splendor, is a gorgeous image of the Blessed Virgin Mary, infused on the cloak!  Mary has presented the bishop with a supernatural color photograph of herself!

The story of the image of Mary, called Our Lady of Guadeloupe, spreads rapidly throughout the new world.  Massive conversions of the native population occurs, and the wishes of the Virgin are fulfilled.  The shrine is built on Tepeyac Hill, and the story continues.  From the beginning to the present day, the skeptics scoff: "fake, fake!  The Church has perpetuated a fraud on the natives to make conversions easier, is a familiar chant. It takes the close examination of science to set the matter straight.  It takes the finest scientific tools to uncover such a fraud......or to reveal a "footprint of God" that has no equal.  

THE TILMA

The natural life of the ayate cactus fiber from which the tilma is made, is about 20 years, and yet this special tilma has remained perfectly preserved for these hundreds of years!  Chemical analysis cannot explain the reason for the perpetual preservation in spite of humidity, light, and heat!  While a rather mundane point, this is almost a miracle in itself, but the real miracle is the image! 

THE IMAGE

What has the closest examination revealed?  What have x-rays, photos, chemical analysis, and computer enhancement shown? The image is not man made!  The color is an integral part of the fiber itself -- nothing was infused into the fiber to give it the colors of the image.  There are no brush marks, no paints, no external pigments.............the image is not simply on the fibers -- the image is IN the fibers!

Ah, and now we have optical analysis of the image and the greatest mystery unfolds that no artist can duplicate! Optical experts tell us that if you closely examine the eyes of a person in a photograph, you will see a reflection of the image of the photographer and anyone else with him. Do you suppose we can see similar reflections in the eyes of the virgin and if so, who does she see?  Photo experts think they see Juan Diego and the bishop!  No artist can possibly duplicate this in the eyes of a portrait. How can such a thing be faked? It cannot! It is authentically a "footprint" of God!    

References: THE WONDER OF GUADALUPE by Francis Johnston
The origin and cult of the Miraculous Image of the Blessed Virgin in Mexico. Tan Books and Publishers, Inc. Rockford, Ill 
LOURDES, FRANCE 

Perhaps the most famous of any recent supernatural occurrence took place here in the mid 1800's.  A sickly thing of a girl, poor Bernadette Soubirous was a reserved, pious, and a person who would never guess that she was about to become a visionary of extraordinary means.  Her vision of the Blessed Virgin was to ring like a shot heard around the world!  There are so many things to state about this affair:  The "miraculous" spring that was to come forth from where it had never existed and is still flowing to this day, but this is minor.

Only a few years before, the Church in her splendor had proclaimed a new dogma: That the Virgin Mary was herself conceived in the womb of her mother without the stain of original sin. The dogma has a name, but few in those times know it. Certainly poor Bernadette did not know it; she scarcely knew her catechism very well!  Yet when it became time for the "beautiful lady" to reveal herself, she stated to Bernadette: I AM THE IMMACULATE CONCEPTION!!

Babbling to herself as she races off to her pastor least she forget the complicated words, she informs the priest. Where did you learn those words? ("The beautiful lady told me") Who else told you? ("No one, but father, what do the words mean?") A confirmation of a dogma of the Catholic Church!

What else was happening?  Hundreds and thousands of people, the sick and the infirm, coming to the place and partaking of the spring, and the miracles begin to happen!  Out of thousands of reported miracles, appointed commissions of doctors, scientists cannot explain a man who is blind from a mine explosion accident can suddenly see!  But he has NO eyeballs!  There are many others. About 1 in several thousand reported cases that are eventually authenticated still occur to this day.

But perhaps the greatest miracle is yet to come.  After years in a convent which Bernadette is a member, she dies. It is 1879.  Why did not the water from the spring bring a miracle cure for the terrible bone cancer?  Bernadette herself states that the "Lady" told her: "I cannot bring you happiness in this world; only in the next."  The miracle of the spring was not for her, but for the millions that visit the shrine every year.

During the process for the cause for canonization of a candidate for sainthood, it is customary for the body to be exhumed for identification and the acquisition of relics of the individual (fragments of bones or pieces of the burial cloth).  That is what is expected of course.  What else?  After 40 years of burial, what do you expect to find.  Perhaps the skull intact, a crucifix here and a rosary bead there.  We all corrupt when sent to the grave. The worms come and the worms go, and we all turn to dust. There are a selected few of the saints that have, I believe, been set aside as "footprints" to indicate that I AM GOD, and I can defy my own rules of nature!  Bernadette is one of them........her body was found to be completely intact! NO CORRUPTION! The body as pliable as the day of burial! No natural causes of the preservation can be found.  No embalming fluid was ever used at her initial burial. That was in 1909.  How about today?  Go to Nevers, France and see for yourself!  In the chapel of the motherhouse you will see Bernadette asleep in her glass reliquary in full view of the public!  No filling of the body with arsenic (like the body of Lenin) was required here.....only the finger of God!
References: SAINT BERNADETTE SOUBIROUS 1844 – 1879 by Abbé Francois Trochu

Tan Books and Publishers, Inc. Rockford, Ill 61105 ISBN: 0-89555-253-1

THE INCORRUPTIBLES Joan Carroll Cruz Tan Books and Publishers, Inc. Rockford, Ill 61105 ISBN: 0-89555-066-0

FINAL THOUGHTS

Before I conclude, I do want to emphasize the fact that the truth of the catholic Faith is NOT dependent upon miracles. The Church does not need supernatural phenomenon to back-up her claims and doctrines. I can certainly make a very strong case for the Church without resorting to miracles and the sensational aspects of them.  But having said that, the question must be asked: Why would God perform them?  What are their purpose? Certainly "authentic" miracles are very rare indeed with hundreds of years between them.  I believe that God desires to be aloof, allowing humanity to accept Him from FAITH alone, inspired by the testimony of the church and the examples of her saintly people. On the other hand, I think God, from time to time, deems it necessary to give us a "booster shot" just to let us know that He is still here among us!

Every now and then, He leaves a "footprint" in the sand.

