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No boogey-men! Perceptions vs. realities of the Catholic Church
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By Michael Goodwin, February 22, 2012
I was much afraid.  When I began to realize that the fullness of the Christian faith is found within the Catholic Church, I was terrified.
My history
For 27 years, I grew up in a family that taught me to love Jesus and His Word, the Bible.  They also encouraged me to grow in Christian community at the Bible Church we were a part of on eastern Long Island.  I fondly remember the great love and service the community there shared with each other and anyone who had need.  Songs were lifted to God in praise of His Son Jesus.  The pastors through the years taught the bible with great compassion and grace.  There were dinners shared, friendships formed with other young Christians at youth group, and trips for service and spiritual growth on a yearly basis.
With all of this, the Catholic Church was something I was not even conscious of until I reached my late teens.  That might sound as if I had a sheltered life.  But, if you were to ask many protestant Christians from most denominations, they would likely express a similar experience.  The Catholic and protestant worlds sadly do not have regular points of contact.
When I did begin to become conscious of the Catholic Church, it was primarily through how it was portrayed in entertainment and from the few friends I knew who were Catholic.  Also, I do have a strong memory of anytime driving by the Catholic Church in the adjacent town to where we lived.  I remember being curious and wondering 'what went on in there?'
The Catholic Church was something totally other.  And it remained that way well into high school.  Both as a child and then a teenager I always had a very inquisitive disposition.  When I was little, I asked a lot of "Why?" and "How?" questions about anything and everything.  The bible Church I attended for my entire young adult life provided occasional caution about the Catholic Church.  The perceptions of the Catholic Church were gradually passed onto me.  There was never any blatant and direct attack made toward the Catholic Church.  There were just slight things that were said over time that gave me my first impressions.
I accepted what my fellow Christians, including my family proposed regarding what the Catholic Church was.  I did not give any initial challenge to what was suggested.  I had deep trust in all of these people.  They were family and friends who had been reliable and faithful in all areas of my life.  I had no reason to question their word.
The Perceptions
The perception of the Catholic Church I was given was not a favorable one.  The offenses raised were directed toward both what it was thought Catholics believed and how they lived the faith.  Here are some of the things I heard growing up that formed my opinion and perception of the Catholic Church:
“Some Catholics worship and pray to Mary.” “Catholics believe that the pope is sinless and they are obsessed with him.” “Catholics teach their people to confess to a priest INSTEAD of Jesus.”  “The Catholic Church has added books and teachings to the Bible.”  “The Catholic Church has added works to the message of Jesus’ gospel of salvation.” “Catholics declare who are and who are not saints.”  “Catholics believe in a place called purgatory where people can work their way into heaven.”  “The Catholic Church teaches useless tradition that distracts from the simple message of the gospel.”  “The mass Catholics attend is full of empty rituals and outward repetition far from the heart of worship.”  “The Catholic Church believes you can lose your salvation.”  “The Catholic Church believes that you must do works to gain God’s favor and be saved.”  “Catholics are obsessed with communion and instead of only a symbol of rememberance, they worship the bread and wine idolatrously as if it were Jesus.”  “The Catholic Church is full of hypocrites.”  “The Catholic Church requires you to marry a Catholic and if you don’t you are estranged from the community.”  “The Catholic Church seeks after having political and state control so they can impose their authority on the world.”  “The Catholic Church wastes the giving of their people on ornate buildings, garments, and worship practices.”  “The Catholic Church never admits any mistakes and covers up their wrong-doing.” “Catholics follow a man-made religion.”
Christian, despite being Catholic
Based on the depiction of Catholic faith and practice, you’d think our church community considered Catholics our enemies.  Actually, the common understanding was that many Catholics were Christian, despite being Catholic.  It was accepted that some people who were Catholic were 'born again Catholics'.  The assumption was that in spite of all the false and wrong things the Catholic Church taught, some Catholics were miraculously saved by Jesus 'from' the Catholic corruptions of the faith and 'into' a relationship with Jesus.  This is what explained why many Catholics would sometimes attend a protestant bible study or parachurch ministry.  It also explained why some Catholics 'joined' Protestants in taking a stand on moral issues that came from the bible, such as the Right to Life movement.  Whenever Catholics defected from the Catholic Church and began attending one of our bible church services, it was a cause for rejoicing.  This person was seen as being freed from the man-made rules and traditions of a misguided institution.  They were seen as being saved by Jesus and from the corruption of the Catholic Church.  It was not uncommon for it to be said, "Catholics are born again when they finally make the choice to leave the Catholic Church."
The Ten Foot Pole
I began college with this body of presuppositions all in place.  The Catholic Church was to be avoided and not trusted.  As we say, 'they shouldn’t be touched with a ten foot pole.'  There were just too much questionable beliefs and actions that turn people away from the gospel of Jesus.  The Catholic Church was not to be considered for they had disqualified themselves from consideration because of their tainted history and beliefs.  So, in a true sense, deep dispositions of fear, skepticism, and prejudice were firmly in place.  The Catholic Church was a boogeyman.  It was the monster under the bed; if you look you’d be dragged under and be never heard of again.  It was the old women that Hansel and Gretel encounter, the Wolf disguised as Red Riding Hood’s grandmother, and all other such fables and analogies that can help you get a handle on the suspicion that was ingrained and entrenched within my heart and mind. 
Problems, Anomalies, & Sensibilities
For the four years I was at college, I gave little thought to the Catholic Church.  I attended a historically-Baptist college in southwestern Ohio that placed a strong emphasis on Christian development and community.  We had chapel every weekday with time spent singing and being taught through Scripture or taken through a series of topical studies.  Friendships were developed and it was encouraged by the campus leadership for students to pursue ministry and service opportunities in nearby local Churches.  I have many fond memories of my years at college.  Being an only child of my parents for part of my life growing up, college taught me how to live in community with people who were different than me.  I also learned some huge lessons on the value and sacrifice of friendship.  
One major impact that college had on me was that it instilled a growing awareness of the evangelical Christian world.  I didn’t think of it in those terms at the time, but I began to notice that there was something called Protestantism that was in history and also that protestant Christians, while sharing some common beliefs, also had some major differences in their beliefs and practice.  For most of my life, I assumed that what I was taught at my small bible church on eastern Long Island was what Christians were taught all around the world.  But, after four years at a college with students coming from hundreds, if not thousands, of different protestant denominations, I quickly learned that this was not the case.  And this bothered me.
Known Unknowns
"There are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns – there are things we do not know we don’t know." -Donald Rumsfeld, former Secretary of Defense in the lead up to the war in Iraq.  February 2002.
There were things I began to realize I did not know.  It was as if all my life there was this giant puzzle set before me and I had grown up with my faced pressed so close to the puzzle that I was only looking at one small section of it.  When I arrived at college, my face began to be pulled back from the puzzle and I began to see how expansive the puzzle really was.  But, even more unsettling, I now began to realize that there were large sections of the puzzle that were not filled in with all the pieces.  This is what I mean by 'known unknowns'.  I began to get a sense that there was something missing from this picture of the Christian faith.  'Something was not adding up.'
My first inkling of known unknowns was on the teaching regarding baptism.  In my small bible church growing up, water baptism was not practised. The reasoning given for dismissing this practice was that it was an outward action that diminishes God’s inward work of grace that occurs in the heart.  It was thought that this action caused people to begin to rely on their own action for salvation, instead of the total grace of God’s work in our salvation.  Basically, the belief was held that the practice of water baptism brought in a subtle suggestion that 'we did something' to attain our salvation.  We had to 'do a work for it' and this struck at the heart of God’s work of salvation.  For twenty or so years this sounded all very reasonable.  A collection of verses were shared from the Bible to support this belief.  Baptism was seen as an old holdover from oppressive Catholic teaching that demanded works from people to attain God’s favor and salvation. This was all built off the assumption that water baptism was just an outward symbol and work of man. It would be equivalent to a student at school receiving a "Good Work!" pin that they could put on their shirt and wear to school each day to show off their accomplishment.  Again, this all sounded very reasonable and acceptable and I had assumed that this was what Christians believed throughout history and around the world.  I was willing to accept that there were some slight variations in how this belief was expressed, but I was certain that since this was dealing with teaching directly related to our salvation that there was little room for much variation.  But, then I arrived at college and learned how thoroughly wrong I was. 
Troubled Waters    
As it turns out, the belief espoused by my Christian faith community back in New York was not the consensus after all.  In fact, I soon discovered that it was to be one that was extreme to Christianity and Christian history.  This awareness of abnormality restored to me the inclination toward curiosity that had been idling in my heart since junior high school.  At this historically Baptist college I was attending, there were a handful of beliefs held by the students which each of them brought from their own home churches.  The Christian pond I had been swimming in quickly became a lake.  Some students held that water baptism was, as the school taught, a symbol of God’s cleansing us from sin when we profess belief in Jesus.  It was referred to by our teachers as an ordinance.  The conviction was that it was a way for Christians to outwardly testify about their interior acceptance and faith in Jesus Christ.  So, in a sense, it was not a work required for salvation, but a work that testified to it.  So, instead of the pin illustration used before, baptism was often compared to a wedding ring in marriage.  Something that outwardly testifies to an inward commitment.  Not essential, but helpful.  
Not essential, but helpful.  This was quite a difference from what my home church essentially taught; that water baptism was both not essential, and possibly detrimental.  Baptists gave the rationale that Jesus commanded his disciples to go into all the world and baptize and we are called to follow his instruction.  My home church instructed that Jesus laid aside outward forms of covenantal worship with the old covenant.  This was a conflict.  Two Christian groups were saying that Jesus had two different intentions.  Both groups, though, did share a common conviction: that water baptism was a responsive act of man and not something that God does.  This conviction led to two different ultimate convictions:  
That Jesus instructs us to respond to his grace by being water baptized and that this is helpful but not essential OR 
That Jesus did away with outward actions that distort and conceal the pure message of Jesus’ salvation by grace alone.
It does not take much deduction to realize that both of these positions cannot be at the same time true.  
If it were merely these two positions on this teaching, then the path ahead still seemed manageable.  But, then these were not the only two positions.  There were those from the Church of Christ background that believed that baptism was an essential action that if rejected left a person in danger of hell.  While people from this background did not have a strong presence at the Christian campus I attended, I was being made aware of them through some of the classes I began to take on the history of doctrine and belief.  This was the infancy stage of my encounter with Christian history.  The curtain began to be lifted.  I soon discovered that in evangelical Protestantism there was potentially four or five 'views' about baptism.  Convictions were numerous both in what water baptism was and how it should be practiced.  Infant or adult or both?  Pouring or sprinkling or full immersion (as Baptists taught)???  This did not yet include what Catholics taught about baptism.  In a sense, I have great sympathy for my home church community.  The position they came to (which was in the late 1800′s by primarily two gentlemen:  J.N. Darby and Scofield), was one that must have partly arisen from looking across all of protestant Christianity in exasperation.  There was such wide variety and inconsistency in the teaching and it lead to irreconcilable conclusions.  I can understand, given this consideration that they would be inclined to throw up their hands and say "Why maintain a practice that encourages such division?"  So they went back to the Bible and found passages that seemed to give allowance for its cessation.  If the question above was the primary rationale to take into consideration for coming to this conclusion than I would accept this as entirely reasonable.  But, there was an enormous elephant in the room that was being ignored; whether consciously or unconsciously.  And when you begin to be made aware of the elephant, it makes all these positions on water baptism, in a word, silly.
Lowest Common Denomination
Before we talk about the elephant, I’d like to speak of the trend which is going on in evangelical Protestantism.  There is the conviction by many that Christians should not be divided on their doctrine as it presents to the world a Christ with an inconsistent and often contradictory message.  Truth cannot be one thing and also it’s opposite.  If Jesus did tell his disciples to go into all the world and baptize then Jesus cannot be both saying that baptism is non-essential and also essential.  It cannot be both helpful and detrimental.  One other possibility is that Truth can be more than one thing, but those things cannot be contradictory.  
This is where I began to notice where Protestantism gets into all sorts of trouble.  Since different protestant groups hold to contradictory positions on baptism, then divisions arise and the truth is often assumed to be built on a false dichotomy.  So, baptism is 'either' an outward sign 'or' an inward work of the Holy Spirit.  It 'either' only testifies to God’s salvation 'or' it has a part in bringing it about.  
Let us consider how Truth is often illustrated with the symbol of Light.  We know that white light actually is not really white when you actually analyze its composition.  White is the inclusion of the entire color spectrum.  This is why when sun light, which appears white, passes through a prism we see a rainbow of colors pass through it.  The light didn’t change, but the ray is slowed down enough so you can see the different aspects of the ray.  
So, regarding baptism, we find that the Truth comprises multiple points, that when taken together, are the whole truth.  And none of these points contradict.  So baptism is both an outward sign that testifies to God’s work of redemption but it is also a work of God that He uses to bring salvation and grace into the life of a person.  This is where the natural and the supernatural meet.  Nature and super-nature (beyond nature) are not in opposition to each other.  This is resoundingly understood by merely looking at the mystery of the incarnation of Christ.  This is where the supernatural infuses the natural.  There is no division.  So when Jesus is baptized, he was washed with water, which the Holy Spirit used to testify to God’s covenant and grace.  This water is infused by the Spirit and is also the future anticipation for all Christians who come to Christ; that they will receive his cleansing and new birth, which begins with the natural and supernatural act of water baptism.
This is not the direction that the protestant denominations have taken, though.  Instead, they fall into one dichotomy after another.  And since their beliefs are in contradiction with one another, this results in what is now happening today.  What is now proposed is that some doctrines and teachings allow for differences.  It is thought that as long as Christians unite on the essentials, that these other teachings will just work themselves out.  There are two major flaws with this assumption.  
One is that it leaves the door open for any Christian group to define what is essential or non-essential teaching.  So, for one group, marriage between a man and a women is essential.  For another group, marriage is not an essential teaching and there is room for disagreement.  Or, one group believes that it is essential for you to be baptized for salvation while another group puts it in the optional category.  This results in Christians seeking a lowest common denominator on teaching instead of seeking what really is the truth.  For, if Jesus caused division regarding the truth about himself as people came to know more about Him, then why is it ok to seek the least amount of truth for the sake of unity?  
The second flaw is that the reality of the past four hundred years has brought about the exact opposite result.  Some groups, for the sake of compromise, jettisoned more and more teaching and deemed it non-essential to the point where their identity lacks little if any Christianity.  (Quakers, Amish, Salvation Army, Congregational, etc…)  On the other end of the spectrum you have groups who have chosen different teachings that are essential.   While these denominations maintain some aspects of Christianity, there is no movement toward unified teaching and community.
Glaring Consistency
The first time I heard the name Augustine was during my third year of college.  One pastor who came to speak at our chapel recommended reading a work by Augustine titled, "The Confessions." So I did.  It did not take any extensive research to discover that Augustine was a Catholic Bishop in northern Africa during the fourth century.  As I read more and more of his writings, I became a little concerned.
It seemed that Augustine and his contemporaries believed something very different about the Church than most Protestants today did.  They believed in Scripture and the Sacred Tradition handed on from the apostles to their successors, the Bishops.  They believed that what distinguished the Church was its unity of teaching and what distinguished the heretics and false teachers were their inconsistencies and divisions.  They practiced confession to priests, prayed for the dead, believed that God works through sacraments to apply His salvation and grace into our lives.  They recited written prayers, they spoke of Christ’s purification of Christians through something called purgatory.  They testified that Mary was free from original sin and called her "The New Eve."  They wrote prayers to Jesus, they called on Mary to pray.
And as I read more and more of these writings, I became unsettled and wondered if all the things that these early Christians wrote  about were still going on in their totality in any Church today.  This was the elephant in the room.  The man behind the curtain that gave us the Wizard of Oz.  The wonderful land at the other end of Alice’s rabbit hole.  And this was all very frightening.
"Let it not be so"
Finishing college, I laid aside these concerns I had about the incongruence I began to see between the Church throughout history and the church as protestant denominations understood it.  I had a desire to serve God as a chaplain in the Army and found a seminary and Baptist Church community far from my home in New York.  I had attempted to ask my church community back home about the teachings I had found in the early Church.  But, the reply I got was a pamphlet of verses explaining why they believed what they did while not offering any historical support for their belief.  I tried to explain that there were many groups, both Christian and non-Christian that can use passages of Scripture to support a belief they had.  But, the lines of communication coming from my home church quickly went dead.
While I did attend a protestant seminary, I made it a purpose to take classes specifically focused on the early Church as part of the course load I was required to go through.  (Periods of the Church’s history were broken up into four class sections and you only had to take two.)  Reflecting back now, I am surprised how few writings we actually read from the early Church.  Since there was only one section offered for the early Church I guess 12 or so weeks is not enough time to cover everything.  Then again, I wonder if much of the early writings were left out because it so little resembled what protestant denominations teach today.  So what we did read was very 'selective'.
At this point I was becoming more and more hungry for the truth but at the same time I did not want the Catholic Church to be the church consistent through the ages.  I was still saying to myself, “Let it not be so.”
Unknown Unknowns

We all fear the unknown.  The unfamiliar sound in the darkness.  The vaguely seen shadow of something looming and ominous.  I think of the scene in the movie The Matrix when Neo is told about the way the world really is.  Reality.  His response:  "Let me out!"  He then collapsed to the ground and threw up.  All the built up perceptions about the Catholic Church (listed above in blue type) was beginning to crash into the reality of what I was reading and experiencing.  What kept me from inquiring about the Catholic Church were the things 'I did not know that I did not know.'  During my Baptist college years I took a class on religious cults.  It covered groups such as Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses, Scientologists, Christian Science, and the more deadly groups such as the Branch Davidians (mass killing in a burned down complex) and The People’s Temple lead by Jim Jones (mass suicide by kool aid). The common thread of stories found in all these groups is that it was often the case that they presented their religion as something other than it truly was.  We watched interviews of people who tried to leave the Jehovah’s Witness’ only to see the group break families apart and demand money back that was given to them in charity.  These people entered these groups with unknown unknowns and by the time it was too late they paid a steep price, sometimes with their very lives.
Short Leaps of Faith That Went a Long Way
While I had a healthy measure of anxiety, I deep down knew there was something different about the Catholic Church than the cults I had learned about in school.  Cults were groups of people isolated more and more from reality who followed a strong, charismatic leader who gathered a following and demanded loyalty to his/her teaching without question.  There was little encouragement to think or test what was being taught with outside sources or historical sources.  With my inquiry regarding Catholicism, I found the exact opposite to be the truth.
I noticed at the Mass that the Bible I was taught throughout my life came completely alive in ways that were only hinted at in a protestant worship gathering.  I then began to read both the writings of the early Church and also stories of other Protestants who converted to Catholicism, many of which had now been Catholic for close to twenty years.  I was encouraged to read the Bible, think critically, and use reason.  One of the striking things I was told was to not just go back and read writings from the early Church, but to also go back and read the first protestant leaders, both Luther and Calvin.  My Catholic friend gave me a challenge regarding the teaching that Catholics have about the Eucharist (that the bread and wine, upon consecration, becomes the very body and blood of Christ.  The natural is transformed into the supernatural and yet hidden by the natural.  This argument tied in with what was suggested regarding water baptism.  But I digress.)  But what my Catholic friend said was, "Michael, go back and read what both Luther and Calvin taught regarding the Eucharist and ask yourself:  'Have any of the protestant churches you have been a part of in your life still teach the same way Calvin and Luther taught concerning the Eucharist?'"  I took him up on his challenge and the rest, they say, is history.
I also realized that for more than 20 years I had been hearing and accepting arguments made by Protestants about the Catholic Church without ever giving anyone in the Catholic Church a reasonable chance to give reply.  If I could give Protestants more than 20 years to make their case against the Catholic Church, would it not be reasonable to give the Catholic Church a year to reply?
Jesus promised that 'those who seek, find'.  For the first two and a half decades of my life, I realized I had expected Christians to spoon-feed me the Truth.  I took everything Protestants said at face value because I assumed that they had no reason to mislead me.  I realized that I was right to think that Protestants were not purposely trying to mislead me.  Most of them received what they had been taught.  It was more likely that if protestants had begun to accept errors and teachings contrary to what Jesus taught the Church it was a gradual and subtle acceptance that was in many ways unconsciously passed on from generation to generation.  What was lacking was a healthy dose of scrutiny.  To be willing to begin with questions like "Where did this teaching come from?"  or "Can I find the Church believing and teaching in the first few centuries what I am believing and accepting now?"  Sadly, for most of my life as a protestant, a thorough examination of Christian history was not encouraged.  There was a large black hole that spanned the third century to the fifteenth century.  It was suggested that these were dark times of Catholic domination that obscured the true, simple church whose existence we have no record of in history.
The Journey Begins
The Catholic Church has a process called RCIA.  It is the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults.  It can span anywhere from 6 months to a year depending on what background you are coming from.  You spend hours learning about what the Church teaches and why it teaches it.  It is for both those who are Christians and not Christians.  At any time you are free to ask questions, go do your own research and check to see if what they say adds up with what we find in historic reality.  Also, at anytime you may withdraw if you still have concerns or questions that you are still looking into.  You not only learn what is taught but how the Church lives out the gospel through prayer, charity, service, and worship.
What has not happened after 1 year of being Catholic:
I have not met a Catholic who has told me I am now supposed to worship Mary and place her above Jesus and call her my savior.
I have not met a priest in confession that has said "Jesus is not the one who forgives your sins, I do" (though Jesus in the gospels tells his apostles that they will forgive sins.)
I have not heard a priest teach in his homily that doing good works is what saves you and reconciles us to God.
I have not been forced to pray to saints instead of Jesus (though asking Saints to pray for us is not discouraged.)
I have not been told to just go through the motions during worship at Mass because that is all that matters (but I have been taught the meaning behind the actions and the words in RCIA.  The Mass has now become a foretaste of the 'Supper of the Lamb' that is portrayed in the book of Revelation!)
I have not been told to stop reading the bible (for the Catholic Church preserved the bible through the centuries and loves it, for it is Christ speaking to us.  I have heard more of the bible proclaimed in one year attending mass than 10 years attending a Protestant church.)
I have not gone through trials alone.  (I have sought Catholics in love with Christ and who love being Catholic.)
I have not seen my love for Jesus decrease (no, it’s like falling in love with someone who you have only begun to know.)
I have not seen my hunger for truth wane. (You can’t get any closer to Christ than receiving Him in the Eucharist and this only deepens my desire to know the truth that set us free.)
I have not lived my faith without struggle (thank God for the Saints and for the Church holding on to their life stories.  It makes life’s struggles endurable knowing other people faced the same thing and are alive in the presence of Christ praying for us and cheering us on.)
I have not been told to worship the Pope or consider him equal to Jesus.  (I respect him as the successor of the apostle Peter and consider him a spiritual father and Paul considered himself the spiritual father to his "son" Timothy.  I pray for the Pope because the Bible says to pray for our leaders, for they keep watch over us.  And, as Paul says, I give honor to where honor is due.)
I have not been unloved (to be loved by Christ and to know Christ loves the Church, including me is a refuge of hope!)
I have not been alone (I have been so enriched by the visible and living unity found within the Catholic Church.  I have formed a friendship with a Catholic in Grand Rapids whose family came from Poland.  The Mass is said everywhere, at all times, in all time zones.  People gather into the one Church scattered throughout all the world.  I am never alone.)
I have not been told to just look on the bright side and ignore when there is scandal in the Church.  (As our heavenly Father is grieved when his children are disobedient and fail to love.  So too I am called to grieve when those in the Church don’t live up to the name, Christian.  I will not excuse wrong actions, but I will pray for repentance and forgiveness.  I’ll let Jesus judge it all.)
I have not been told to only have Catholic friends.  (The Catholic Church is not of the world or against the world.  It is here in the world, for the world.)
Where are you?   
We are a people that like to hide behind things.  Adam and Eve hid behind bushes because they were ashamed of their disobedience and mistook God to be their enemy instead of their Father and Friend.  Today, we don’t use leaves.  We use excuses, accusations, and avoidance to hide.  We use assumptions and prejudices to hide and excuse ourselves from questioning what we so quickly presume to be true.  And lastly, we hide because we sin.  Some stay far away because they think the Church is here to condemn us.  So, they seek out a group of people that either don’t care or don’t confront us on our failings.  Oh friend, I have never experienced an iota of condemnation in this Catholic journey.  The Church, like Christ is not here to condemn but to call us to the way of life, the way of Christ.  To help set our feet back on the road of repentance.  A life of daily conversion that brings us closer to the likeness of Christ.  I’ve been to confession at least once a month and have never left without hopes renewed, burdens lifted, and joy restored.  Jesus comes to us through the hands, feet, and voice of one of his faithful shepherds, one of his priests.  He welcomes us as the prodigal Son is welcomed into the arms of his father.
It really is a Garden.
The Catholic Church is a foretaste of the Garden that the first humans lost and we anticipate a return to.  I find it captivating.  I find the Catholic Church expressing the truth of Christ through beautiful art, architecture, songs, and prayers.  It is ravishing.  I find the failings of the people in the Church humbling.  The worst I can be and the worst I can do has been done by others and has always resulted in the same reaction:  repentance and reform.  But Jesus is the final judge of us all.  He is much more gracious and loving than we ever have been.  We would have crucified Paul for killing our fellow Christians.  Jesus knocks him down, blinds him and then picks him up, forgives him, and sends him on mission.  Paul falls in love with Jesus and His Church.  That’s the conquering love of Christ that I find burning through the ages in people both great and small.  The love of Christ overcomes the worst sins in the history of the Church.  And this is the love that attracted me to the Catholic Church and will keep me in her till Christ returns or I draw my last breath.
I find it deeply moving that Jesus doesn’t just leave us with the Church or merely forms the Church, but that Jesus loves the Church and abides with her.  We love imperfectly and yet know to love is to desire and bring about the best good for another.  How much more has Jesus done that for the Catholic Church?
A Proposal…
I’d like you to consider the journey I have been on this past year.  I’d like you to consider it personally.  I’d like for you to consider what I said about giving the Catholic Church a chance to reply to the many objections you have heard regarding her over the years.  If you’ve been protestant for many years, is it unreasonable to spend a year inquiring about the Church?  What do I mean by that?  To inquire I don’t mean for you to go off and just read through a pile of books about Catholicism both pro and con.  That is such a one dimensional way of considering something.  It makes you final judge and it diminishes any sense of curiosity (and God has wired us to be curious beings.  Just ask Moses about his encounter with the burning bush.)  Think about it, if you were going to date someone, would you only ask that they type up a biography and that would suffice for you to know them?  No, you’d spend time with them.  You’d spend time with people who are their friends and family.  You’d experience the way they see life and how they live.
No, when I say inquire, I suggest immersing yourself into an experience.  I don’t discourage you from reading books. (I read close to 2000 pages before becoming Catholic.  And I am still reading and learning.)  But I also did a lot more.  I asked to meet with priests one on one and asked them questions and listened to their answers.  I read the stories of other Protestants that had grown up with objections to the Catholic Church and who later converted.  I attended Mass every week over a year on Sundays and sometimes I went to weekday masses. I attended Mass in different places throughout our country (in South Carolina, in Massachusetts, and in Grand Rapids). I signed up for a Catholic Inquiry class that took me through a lot of topics where there were differences between Catholics and other Christian denominations. I went ALL the way through the RCIA program and got to know my sponsor (who is someone who has been a Catholic for a number of years and who is living out the Christian faith). I got to know him and became good friends with him. I met him frequently for dinners both out and at our houses. I picked his brain, listened to his story and found out why he is Catholic.
  
I also sought out other Catholics that were my age in the city where I lived and attended young adult groups where opportunity for spiritual growth could occur.  And during all this time, I deliberately walked to Mass from my house each week (it was a 3 mile walk each way).  I did this so I could reflect on what I was experiencing and to give opportunity to listen to God.
After reading through the previous paragraph, you might feel a little exhausted.  There is a lesson there.  Seeking can be an exhausting endeavor.  Jesus says "if you seek, you will find."  Notice the 'if.'  Many people never begin to seek.  Some begin to seek casually but when other things demand attention, they stop.  But, others seek with their whole mind, heart, soul, and strength.  This is truly rewarding.  So don’t just do a fly-over.  Don’t just attend one Mass and let that be your standard of judgement.  Don’t just speak with one Catholic.  And be sure to speak with Catholics that are living out there faith and love the Church.  There are a lot of people out there going through lots of things or had a bad experience and there will be those who give you 'a bad report.'  If you remember your Scriptures, there were 12 spies that went into the Promised Land and only two brought back a good report.  I have been blessed to meet some amazing Catholics, both young and old who love God and are Catholic through and through.  I am not suggesting that you not talk with lukewarm Catholics or even former Catholics.  But don’t quickly presume, 'this is how all Catholics are and it is because of what the Church teaches.'  This is just not so.  There is wheat among the weeds and sheep among the goats.  As Jesus says, judge a tree by its fruit.
This was my thinking:  I had nothing to lose.  If I spent a year becoming Catholic and all my 'boogey-man' fears were confirmed, I could then go on to live in some Christian denomination for Christ while I continued to seek the truth.  But, if I spent a year becoming Catholic and found that my fears were unfounded and that I was deeply mistaken, then the potential was in ways incomprehensible.  From the depths of my heart and I give you my solemn word, the truth was in the second outcome!
Jesus has surpassed my expectations.  The Catholic Church, Christ’s beloved bride, has been a joy, a refuge, and more than home.  The Lord said to his people:  "You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart." (Jeremiah 29:13).  This has been most true since becoming a Catholic Christian.
In Closing:  Seek and Find
I will conclude this reflection on my journey with some words from Saint Augustine. It is most fitting because it was the suggestion to read his ‘Confessions’ way back in college that started this whole journey. Augustine was asked why he was Catholic back in the fourth century.  If he were around today, his answer would be the same:
"There are many other things which most properly can keep me in the Catholic Church’s bosom. The unanimity of peoples and nations keeps me here. Her authority, inaugurated in miracles, nourished by hope, augmented by love, and confirmed by her age, keeps me here. The succession of priests, from the very see of the apostle Peter, to whom the Lord, after his resurrection, gave the charge of feeding his sheep [John 21:15–17], up to the present episcopate, keeps me here. And last, the very name Catholic, which, not without reason, belongs to this Church alone, in the face of so many heretics, so much so that, although all heretics want to be called 'Catholic,' when a stranger inquires where the Catholic Church meets, none of the heretics would dare to point out his own basilica or house" (Against the Letter of Mani Called “The Foundation” 4:5 A.D. 397).

I hope my journey might inspire you to consider my proposal that you passionately, fully, and earnestly experience the Catholic Church.  Consider what the she teaches, see how people live out there faith, and consider whether the fullness of Christ’s Gospel continues to resound from her throughout the world!
Need not travel alone:
One final word.  You need not travel this journey alone.  Jesus does not call us to loneliness, but to friendship.  If you want me by your side I am willing to make the sacrifices needed to experience the journey with you.  I can go to Mass with you regularly.  I can attend an RCIA experience with you.  I can meet with you for food or drink and if you have any questions I’ll be happy to provide answers or if I do not know, I’ll seek to find out the answer.  I am being sincere about this offer.  I am not merely being polite.  If you would like me to have any part in this process of inquiring about the Catholic Church, I would consider it a joy.  Take a step.  Take a chance.  Take a leap of faith!
My phone number is: 516-551-8910
My email is:  mgood1@gmail.com
