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My conversion story
http://www.upsaid.com/catholicity/index.php?action=viewcom&id=469
By Micah Newman, September 3, 2010
Finally, here is my "conversion story" to the Roman Catholic Church from Protestantism, which I’ve been leading up to for quite some time since my initial "coming out". Be warned: it is about four thousand words. There is a lot to tell, going back a long time, and tying together many different strands. But I wanted to keep it to one blog post for easy reference. 
In evangelical-Protestant terms, it serves as my "testimony," a term which in its use here carries no little irony with it, given that in evangelical-Protestantism one is supposed to have a "testimony" that points to a dramatic before-after difference hinging around the time of one’s "getting saved," a kind of story that, while I was in that milieu, I never had for myself — since at that time I was still in the "before" stage! It is also ironic in a more topical sense, since the dramatic before/after difference one is supposed to be able to point to in an evangelical testimony is about once being lost in sin and then all of a sudden "getting saved" — part and parcel of the "zap theology" I now reject — whereas I would guess that an important part of the reason that among Catholics one isn’t specifically expected to have a before/after-oriented "testimony" is because salvation is viewed as a continuous process; even though one may have had a momentous conversion, that conversion isn’t seen as resulting immediately in a finished product.
I grew up among serious Christians in a nondenominational Protestant family, and for quite a while that was all that I knew about. I remember fairly early being sure that I saved, simply on the basis of being sure that I was saved. Yet periodically I even felt the need to "make sure" by "inviting Jesus into my heart" anew, just in case I hadn’t really done it properly before. It was as if, in order to make sure, I had to remember a certain time at which that was done. 
In a Christian camp in my early teens, I remember having a renewed sense of appreciation for God and the impact I felt He had on my life, even though that impact had no effects beyond my believing that it was there somehow. The evangelical slogan "God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life" was common around then and there, and I subscribed to it wholeheartedly. Although it sounds good and pious, I recognize now that all it really amounts to is "sit back and relax and God will make everything swell for you." That unstated presumption makes sense, too, of the overwhelming liturgical emphasis on praise in evangelical churches: we’re saved, we’re (automatically) forgiven (no matter what we do), so there’s nothing left to do but praise God for his greatness; and likewise, nothing left for God to do but bless us with all manner of comforts and goodness. And if He doesn’t, that’s totally inexplicable, but oh, well.1 
That was the basic theology that I carried forward for quite some time. When I was in college, I even got to be "more sure of God’s existence than of my own," and comfortable in this certainty — comfortably numb, in any case, to any possibility that might challenge me to work against my own grain. But my sitting back and waiting for good things to happen in my life didn’t work. In fact, personal problems with loneliness and alienation from people just got more deeply rooted over the years, particularly when I went off to a small Christian liberal arts college at which I made no friends and was basically an out-and-out "loner," not by conscious choice, although neither did I do everything I could to avoid my life taking that shape. Finally, when I was 20 these issues came to a sort of head and exploded into a full-blown depression. Suddenly, things simply could not continue on the way they had been. But they did. I didn’t see any way I could get myself out of the hole my perceived limitations had dug for me, so I felt I needed God’s direct and miraculous intervention to turn things around. But no such thing happened. I did not feel any serious draw toward atheism, but my anguish and disappointment was such that at one point I could say that "atheism was starting to have a lot more explanatory power in my life." All this is just a natural consequence, of course, of viewing everything as completely orchestrated as such by God, and that supposing that God exists and is good warrants the expectation that things should go well for us. The future became, for me, one of two agonizingly disparate possibilities: that at some point I would finally "arrive" at a future in which life would be awash in blessedness, or that things would continue on in the "living death" that was the status quo. At times when the depression was lessened, I would be able to think of things as part of a process that was leading me somewhere, but at other times the pain and darkness was too much to contemplate its indefinite continuation. When I was 21, less than a year into this coming-to-a-head period, I made a serious attempt at suicide. I convinced myself I wasn’t made for this world, and wanted to pass right out of it, believing of course that I would find myself straightaway in heaven. I now don’t have any such confidence that I would have ended up there, had I succeeded. 

After my suicide attempt, "nothing" continued to "happen" to pull me out of the kind of life that I knew could not continue indefinitely, the state of life that was the natural consequence of the sum total of everything that led up to it (just as it is for everyone and everything), but that I did not know how to take responsibility for or do anything about. Years went by, as I marked time in dead-end work while unsuccessfully applying and re-applying to medical school. It wasn’t until almost three years after my suicide attempt, living in my own place in a new environment (Austin, Texas) that I was starting to feel at home in, that I felt I was turning a corner and putting the past behind me. Not because any of my personal issues of the past were being dealt with, but I was finding my own life to live in the present, at least, and determined to no longer "mark time" waiting for the future to arrive. So I was able to "move on" in this way, but only because I was at this point able just able to compartmentalize-off the past. 
It was around this time I discovered a book that would mark a turning point in my theology: Dallas Willard’s The Divine Conspiracy. In a Christian Doctrine course in college I had written, to my shame now, an essay taking a thoroughly Dispensationalist view of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount: that it was about goals that were inherently unattainable in the present life, so Jesus must have been talking about what the Millennial period would be like. This view was presented in that class as (an) orthodoxy. In Willard’s book, though, I found a compelling alternative: a vision of the Kingdom of God as being here now, and making a difference in our lives now, and not just something we get after we die or otherwise in some completely different context from the here and now. And what we get from it now isn’t simply a matter of passively receiving the benefits of God orchestrating everything to work out well for you, but as part of active participation in the work of the Kingdom, integrated into what we do in our lives rather than set in opposition to it. After that, Dispensationalism was "right out" for me; everything that Willard was talking about, I was sold on, hook, line, and sinker. 
Maybe a year later, I had the very disturbing experience of the comfortable certainty that (still, in spite of everything) informed my Christian faith, coming crashing right down, and could never be restored to the way it was. The seed of it may have come from some online interactions with a group of "ex-Christians" on a website. None of the substantive points I made were adequately rebutted, but there was this one fellow who didn’t seem to feel the need to because he was so self-assured, in the "been there, done that" manner in which only the truly disillusioned can set into. I guess some inchoate unease wormed its way into my brain, and one day I realized I could no longer just think, "Of course I’m sure I’m saved." Because for the evangelical-Protestant, being sure that one is saved is not only a litmus test for really being saved: the belief itself is based on nothing more than, well, the-belief-that-one-is-saved. The presumption seems to be that one wouldn’t have that if one weren’t really saved, so it’s a self-authenticating belief. But it forms a very tight circle indeed, and once that circle is snapped by something, there is no putting it back together. I’m sure that this is, in fact, how many, many people come to be "ex-Christians" themselves. I guess the underlying thought in my mind was "What’s the difference between him and me? How, exactly, can I fault him for not-believing-that-he-is-saved?" I remember the particular moment at which I faced the choice of not faulting myself for not-believing-that-I-am-saved, and realizing that that itself could become a self-authenticating belief, which could make it seem like I couldn’t possibly face bad consequences for not-believing-that-I-am-saved: that’s apparently just the position that that "ex-Christian" had come to. But I realized that that would be a fallacious move, rejecting a belief for its being self-authenticating but in doing so just choosing one self-authenticating belief over the other. So I did not ditch Christianity, but given that the former way of believing that I am saved on the basis of a belief-that-I-am-saved was gone and could not be recovered even I had wanted to, I continued to struggle with my faith in terms of what form or disposition it could take. 
Meanwhile, the way I was living was very much oriented towards just finding as much normalcy as possible, but had really nothing to do with any of what I had went through in those past years. None of it was really dealt with, and in the back of my mind it continued to haunt me for years, although it was really just numbness and the drive for something I would now describe as "forced normalcy" that was getting me by. I had settled into a job that seemed like a good long-term career opportunity, and I decided it was also time to find me a woman and settle down in that regard too. I now see in retrospect that the way I went about this was imbued in passivity, as informed by my evangelical background: just put yourself out there and "trust God," and expect things to go well. Suffice it to say that I eventually got to the point where it seemed to me to be just about "time" for a proposal of marriage: because that’s what you do after you’ve reeled your potential someone in to a certain place; if it’s not meant to be, God will intervene and send the thing crashing down so it doesn’t happen. No particular role to be found, there, for making conscious decisions that one goes on to take responsibility for. 
It was just about at this point that I discovered the Catholic Church, for what it is. I had gone to a C.S. Lewis conference at which Peter Kreeft was a speaker. His talk was on The Lord of the Rings being really about our world (it was a great little Tolkien-fan mutual-admiration-society love-in). I wanted to get one of his books at the book sale table, but by the time I got there, they were sold out of everything but his Catholic Christianity, a summary of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (the conference was overwhelmingly attended by Protestants, like myself). Since that was all that was left, I picked that up. It was by just a casual perusal of that book that for the first time I came to realize what the Catholic Church is. Previously, I "got" the idea of an authoritative Church per se, and respected the notion. But I hadn’t realized where that authority derived from; I guess I thought it was some kind of holdover from some medievally-based institution or governance structure. It had never dawned on me that it is, in fact, based on an unbroken line of continuity going all the way back to the Apostles that Jesus very explicitly gave authority to. Logically, this meant that if one wanted to join the Church that Jesus founded, then by transitivity of identity (i.e., if A = B and B = C, then A = C) one would have to join a Church with just such an objective pedigree. It follows, then, that one would need a really, overwhelmingly good reason not to be Catholic. With that presumption in its favor granted, then, it would follow that one should come to understand Catholic doctrines in their own light and not with the Protestant "show me" presumption that Catholic doctrines need to be demonstrated as kosher by Protestant lights, which would be fairly straightforward question-begging. 
I had used to think, at around the time that I actually visited the Vatican in my last semester of college as part of a travel-study program, "I want to like Catholicism, but it’s just silly. I mean, Mary’s perpetual virginity? Come on, doesn’t the Bible clearly state that Jesus had brothers? Papal infallibility? Give me a break, isn’t it a matter of public record that there have been bad popes, and therefore popes aren’t infallible?" But now with the presumption on the other side, the shoe was on the other foot and I was suddenly open to coming to understand these things for what they are rather just being dismissive. 
But as it happened, plans were already afoot in other areas. It was "time" to get married and the woman I had settled on was certainly, I knew, not going to stand for any popishness intruding into our lives. So, in effect, although I was quite drawn to it, I shelved Catholicism. Incredibly, and appallingly, there was no conscious choice before my mind between staying the present course on the one hand, or on the other hand calling off the "wedding plans" (I was not even engaged yet!) and exploring and taking seriously what the Catholic Church had to offer and being guided by that instead. Such was the passivity and numbness I had allowed to take over in my life, continuing to play out most naturally. Nothing more on that front happened for years. And I just went forward continuing to sleepwalk through a "marriage" in the same way in which I had entered into it. 
One thing I did learn along the way, from the counselor that we used to see (although he didn’t help our relationship much), is not to remain comfortable with one’s own habitual sinfulness just because one didn’t "choose" it. There’s a lamentable tendency for Christians to not even think of themselves as sinful, because in practice, the comfort of having been "forgiven" very often just goes right over into just being comfortable with yourself the way you are, "peccadilloes" and all. It took some sinking-in for me to "get it," but when I did, I could no longer rest content with just what my own unreflective conscience happened to be comfortable with. Instead, I began to see motivation for examining one’s own sinfulness beyond the “obvious” things, and not thinking of "being forgiven" as entailing that it is, in effect, okay to sin (see also, again, "zap theology"). What I learned there didn’t go nearly far enough, however, because with the Protestant insistence on merely imputed (rather than also infused) righteousness, it basically amounts to a counsel of despair about the present life: all one can do is wallow around in one’s sin and feel bad about oneself. But although feeling bad about one’s sin is a necessary condition for salvation, it’s not a sufficient condition: it offers repentance, but with absolution held in abeyance until the next life. Another, big, piece of the puzzle is needed. 
About five years into the "marriage" (of which I'm hoping for an annulment, so I’m using scare-quotes, not for sarcastic effect, but simply to preserve the original meanings of words themselves), I somehow happened upon two talks by Scot McKnight (the first two on the list on that page, about the Gospel and about Eikons) on the nature and importance of The Church. Ironically enough, McKnight seems to be some sort of "emerging-church" figure, and an Anabaptist. But these talks hooked my mind back toward the Catholic Church in a way in which I could no longer bury or deny. Everything he said about the importance of The Church — most importantly, that one becomes a Christian by joining The Church, not becomes a Christian and then goes and finds some church or other — plugged right into what I already understood about the Catholic Church. When Protestants talk about "The Church," they’re not talking about anything that could reasonably be called a Church — the word is preserved simply so that, apparently, whatever Jesus said about his Church will apply to whatever we decide to call it. But what Protestants refer to as the Church is a sum of individuals who hold certain beliefs sharing a vague family-resemblance similarity to one another, and between which there are vast ranges of disagreements — why would anyone call this a "Body," unless they had to just because the word appears in the Bible? Understanding what a Church would have to be leaves no doubt as to what visible Body might be identified with The Church. Standard response: "But the Catholic Church is obviously wrong on this and that." Again, how do you go about proving this without refusing to reconsider one’s Protestant presumptions to begin with, thereby flat-footedly begging the question against the Catholic Church? This single argument, then, which is independent of any particular doctrinal quibble, led me to the point of no return: If the Roman Catholic Church is wrong, then there is no catholic Church. But there is a Church, its nature is to be catholic, and Jesus promised it would endure. Therefore, the Roman Catholic Church is not wrong. 
I eventually got up the gumption to break it to the mother of my children that that’s what I really believed. Long story short, it did not go over well. At first, our belonging to different churches was unacceptable to me, so I tried to drop it once again. But after we moved to Connecticut for me to go to graduate school, the door opened for that and other things as well. We weren’t able to find a church that fully suited her, and my attempt to bury my convictions wasn’t sitting well with my conscience: I really longed to be in the Catholic Church, so I told her that’s what I was going to do, regardless of what she chose. And that, in effect, pulled us even further apart so that, three months after I was received into the Catholic Church (on Pentecost 2009), she announced to me what I had long feared (for years) would be inevitable and inexorable: that she had resolved to quit me and move back to Texas with our two children. 
Having officially aligned myself with the Catholic Church, I realized that I now had an understanding of the possibility of suffering being transformed to a good end: that if salvation is a continuous process, being finished only after purgation, in an intermediate state after this life, of any remaining temporal consequences of sin, then so far from being irrelevant to the nitty-gritty of the here and now (which, all things considered, is the only logical conclusion for the Protestant who insists that salvation is completely extrinsic to ourselves), salvation includes sanctification as an integral part of it, and thus carrying one’s cross, and the struggles and sorrows of life, can be put to work for the good, in actually making oneself more holy and righteous. My suicide attempt all those years ago was based on the premise that as far as our earthly life goes, suffering is just hopeless hell on Earth. This is perfectly consistent with a foundational underpinning for evangelical-Protestant theology: that one’s salvation is a "done" thing that one simply believes in and receives just by believing in it. 
(The fear is that if one doesn’t think this, then one will lapse into "adding works" to salvation — which is just a non sequitur, and indefensible as a valid inference). And after having joined the Church, I almost wished that I had the opportunity to "do over" all those painful years so that I could learn to suffer well instead of wallowing and waiting for something miraculous to pull me out of it. And, as it happened, I sort of got that wish in the form of the divorce (the really hard part of which, from the beginning, has been the loss of my being in my children’s lives every day), and then the failure of a shift toward a hoped-for academic career, and even now my having no idea where I’m going to live or what I’m going to be doing for the long term (very shaky ground for this inveterate future-planner to be on). 
"The Gospel" according to the Protestant seems real simple: Believe "on" Jesus and you will be saved. End of story. This could never answer my question: But what about my life now? But according to the Catholic view, the Gospel is as rich and mysterious as life itself: Life on Earth is not futile — No matter what happens, there is a right thing to do, which has natural consequences. What counts is not success or happiness or wealth, which may always elude us and do not last in any case, but that which cannot be taken away: following Jesus in his example of righteousness. We have the Church, as faithfully sustained by the Holy Spirit through the ages, to give us Jesus himself as spiritual food for the journey, and forgiveness of sins, through the sacrament of the Church itself, when we stumble or stray. We walk by faith — walk, from here to there, so that we may one day arrive and be found worthy. This does not happen by our own efforts apart from Christ, but in faith working through love, which would not be possible without the Holy Spirit, the Holy Catholic Church, the Communion of Saints, and the Forgiveness of Sins. That’s how comes about the Resurrection of the Body and the Life Everlasting. 

NOTES

[1] When I’m in an evangelical church now, I’m impressed by the continual direct references to God — God this, God that, God the other, as though we’ve had Jesus punch our ticket and are already in heaven. Of course, I’m not suggesting that we should shy away from references to God, only that the Catholic emphasis — not at the expense of emphasis on God, but as enhancing it — on the life and teachings of Jesus and His saints presents a very different picture: that we need all of that stuff, here and now.
