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Why I converted to Catholicism
http://cinhosa.wordpress.com/about/why-catholicism/
By Jeffery Cann
It’s safe to say that my conversion to Catholicism is a miracle.  I never thought I would become a Catholic, much less one who writes a blog about it.  I have referred to parts of my conversion in many blog posts and each time, I vow to write my conversion story. So here is the abridged version, weighing in at 2111 words.  Feel free to get a cup of tea.  I’ll wait.

My parents were married for 33 years before my dad died of lung cancer in 1998 when I was 27.  They loved each other deeply and were unable to reconcile the issue of Christian faith in our house.  I converted almost three years after he died. He was a Protestant so wonder what he would say to me about it.

My mom was raised in a Catholic family that sent their 6 kids to Catholic schools and endured the hardship of the alcoholism of her father.  For most of my life, she was a lapsed Catholic.  Thanks be to God she returned to the Church a few years ago.  We now share our faith and she gave me a copy of Rediscover Catholicism by Matthew Kelly – a book I cherish and recommend for Catholics.

My dad was a Protestant who gave me the gift of faith through his example.  He used to say things like: have faith, son. He studied the Bible and provided some training in Christianity.  He also gave me subtle bias against Catholicism when he made jokes about praying Novenas or Hail Mary – mostly in reference to my Grandma Helen (think 100% Church lady).  I do not think he intended to deride the Church.  I think like most Christians, he was ignorant that the Church offers the fullness of Christianity.

Prior to my conversion to the Roman Catholic Church, I was an ignorant Christian.  I knew almost nothing about the Catholic Church and the things I thought I knew turned out to be false.  In fact, I knew almost nothing about the teachings of Christianity.  I knew of the 10 commandments, but could not recite them or the 12 apostles.  I had read parts of the Book of Wisdom, the Psalms and portions of the Gospels.  All of my formative church experiences were in Protestant churches and I attended less than a few dozen services during the first 27 years of my life.

I feared the Catholic Church because in it, I felt uncomfortable.  The handful of times I was Catholic Church for weddings or funerals for members of my mom’s family, everything was different – particularly in kneeling and making the sign of the cross.  I didn’t understand the saints, or veneration of Mary and I thought that Catholics prayed to them.

I was baptised in an Episcopal church when I was four years old.  I do not remember the baptism but I remember getting a bracelet from my God parents.  I do not remember praying together as a family – only a quick blessing before dinner.  When I was around 8, my parents attended a Lutheran church and I received my first basic training in Christianity – learning the Our Father and going through a basic confirmation workbook and spotty Sunday school attendance.

Later in high school, my Dad and I attended a non-denominational Christian Church.  At the time, my dad wanted us to be together and worship as a family – on his terms.  Even then, my spirit was thirsty for the Word of God.  I also was influenced by two of my close friends who regularly attended a Lutheran church.  So, I was willing to go with him and we shared good times. Unfortunately, I think due to the schism between the beliefs of my parents, Christianity was not directly relevant to our daily lives so it seemed out-of-context to go to church on Sunday for an hour.  Neither of my siblings attends church today – although I pray for their conversion often.

In addition to important lessons from the Boy Scouts, my parents taught us Christian morals and referred to things like the Golden Rule.  This is where their training stopped.  It did not tie together "do not lie" directly with the Ten Commandments on a consistent basis or make it relevant to our everyday lives.  We did not offer our sacrifices, joys and sufferings to Christ.  We did not pray together.  They did not answer our why? questions with the lessons of Jesus found in the Gospels.

I understand (as a parent myself) that it takes concerted effort for two parents to commit to a family bathed in the love of God.  This is a challenge even when both parents profess the same faith.  I appreciate the difficulties they faced in an inter-denominational marriage.

We faced other hardships – emotional turmoil and economic uncertainty.  For whatever reasons, we did not find solace or strength from our faith and we did not cultivate a shared faith as a family.  However, through these hardships, I saw them work hard and my siblings and I learned our work-ethics from them.  I am thankful for the many important lessons they did instill in me and I laugh when in speaking to my children, I sound like them.
There were many specific times in my young adult years where God was calling me.  I took a few reluctant steps and was unable to move past my own fears about being a religious man.  Since I was a biology major in college, I also was obliged to question the existence of God.

Ironically, it was another biologist who helped me realize that science was a way to obtain knowledge but also it requires a lot of faith.  Sure, once could reproduce many experiments and observations but at the end of the day, scientific knowledge is a useful set of models – a framework of consistent observations.  Science relies heavily on beliefs.  None of us can see an atom.  We can only measure either its position (location) or momentum (speed), not both.  We must believe that it has both because this is a reasonable explanation of what we observe.

When I was a sophomore at university, I helped a graduate student with her dissertation research on tomato plants.  Kanya was from Thailand and was a sweet, intelligent, and dedicated Ph.D. candidate.  When she received her Ph.D. she invited me to attend the lecture where she presented her research to department academics at the University of Colorado.

I will never forget that day for two reasons.  The opening remarks were given by Kanya’s major professor.  This professor stood at the lectern and proceeded to give a reading from Darwin’s Origin of Species.  Certainly this book is important but what struck me was the reverence that this professor read from it.  It felt like a reading from a church service.  In that one moment, I gained great wisdom and insight in to the Church of Science.

A few years later in 1995, Emily and I were married in a civil ceremony by our good friend, Judge Robert Castor.  When we moved back to Colorado from our college, she gave me a Men’s Devotional Bible.  I read the devotions each day, copied the verse of the day onto note cards and took them to work.  I had no idea how to develop a prayer life or what (Protestant) church I should join.  My good friend suggested that I needed to find a faith community.  Today, I jokingly blame him for my Catholic conversion.

Alas, I did not take action on his advice and instead focused on getting a promotion at work.  A few months later, I made a trip to the store and on an AM radio played the Back to God Hour.  The preacher urged his listeners to join a church.  I wrote them for their pamphlet, "Finding a Church."  I still have the pamphlet, printed August 3, 1997.

A few months later, Emily and I bought our house and I visited a few Protestant churches.  I was disappointed as I listened to the pastor deliver a sermon.  It was word-for-word from the same Men’s Devotional Bible that I read a few years earlier.

I wanted more from my spiritual leader.

In 1998, when my dad became diagnosed with cancer, he died 4 months later.  As we moved into 1999, I felt that I had unfinished business to find and join a church.  I was perplexed with the many Protestant denominations and I could not easily distinguish between them.  The thought of Catholicism had not even entered my mind.

Fortunately, the internet was getting more useful and I logged on to Amazon.com to find books about Christianity.  I started with More than a Carpenter and Mere Christianity.  They were inspiring.  Since my mom did not practice her Catholic faith at this time and my dad (deceased at this point) was the resident Protestant in our home, I thought I should read Christian Liberty by Martin Luther and I studied the 5 Solas.  Neither inspired me.

One afternoon in the Spring of 1999, there was a hard snowstorm in Denver.  I tried to drive home but the roads were jammed with cars so I turned around and went back to work.  I had to print something and when I went to the shared printer, someone else had printed pages of a Catholic dictionary.

This was Holy Spirit moment and as I picked it up, I thought:  Wow.  Catholicism.  Why haven’t I studied Catholicism?  I could not come up with an objective reason.  I figured if what I knew about the Church was true, it would be easy to see that it is not real Christianity.

As Patrick Madrid put it, I was "surprised by truth" when I realized that my understanding of Catholicism was based on nothing more than cultural bias.  I went back to Amazon and read Scripture Alone and Surprised by Truth.  I asked Emily to take me to a Catholic church and I started going regularly in the Summer.  In the Fall, I enrolled in RCIA classes at the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception - later elevated to a Basilica.

I was challenged throughout the 9 months of RCIA and yet every one of my questions about the Church was answered.  I came to believe that Catholicism represents the fullness of the Gospel and thanks be to God, I was accepted into the Church by Archbishop Charles Chaput on April 22, 2000.

During the period after my conversion, I continued to be a Catholic intellectual instead of a fully authentic Catholic – one who feels his faith in his heart and receives the grace of God, instead of turning away when my life circumstances seem impossible.  I practiced my faith but was often drowning in sin and a lack of self-control.

Emily and have suffered immensely with personal turmoil, the death of 3 of our 4 parents, emotional and health issues. God gives us grace to bear these crosses, sometimes ungraciously and with a lot of tears.  God also blessed us with two beautiful children who are just learning about Christianity.

As I earned more experience living my life, I began to seriously pray the Rosary and our blessed Mother converted my heart.  After this second conversion, I completed a history course on Science and Religion and two statements from Saint Augustine stick with me:  credo ut intellegam (I believe so that I may understand) and Intellego ut credam (I understand so that I may believe).

I converted to Catholicism because it makes sense to me (Intellego ut credam).  I continue to be a Catholic because I believe (credo ut intellegam).   I understand now that my conversion did not end at my confirmation (I’m sure Father Stahl told us this in RCIA but I must have been too enamored with learning all of the beauty of the mass to remember his lesson…).

My blog catalogs my journey of faith, so that in believing, I may understand fully God’s will for me as a disciple, husband and father.
Even 13 years after my conversion, I continue to learn how to live my essential purpose (Micah 6:8):

"You have been told, O mortal, what is good,
and what the LORD requires of you:
Only to do justice and to love goodness,
and to walk humbly with your God."
There is a lot more to my conversion story – like there is for all of us.  In time, I hope to expand this version into a series to further explain important turning points and to share my thoughts, feelings, and obstacles to my conversion.  Until then thanks for reading.

