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My journey to Catholicism, the first step 
You’re probably aware by now that I plan on joining the Catholic Church. Most (if not all) of my friends have seen this decision coming for quite a while. They have followed my journey from close-by and some friends even tell me they knew I was going to convert to Catholicism the first time they met me. To those people, it’s only a natural step on my journey that I become a Catholic. Others, however, are mesmerized and wouldn’t call this a step, but a U-turn. That’s why I’m writing this post, to show those people where I come from, so they will understand where I’m going.

To make this a bit easier to read, I will tell my story in different short post or "steps". This post is about my first step.

It’s only now that I look back that I realize my journey into the Catholic Church started at the moment I had to explain the difference between Protestantism and Catholicism for the first time. I was six and attended a small Catholic primary school for girls. Twice a week, while the other girls had religion class, I had protestant religion with a teacher all to myself. One day, one of my classmates asked me why I always left during religion class. I told her I wasn’t a Catholic, but a Protestant, and went to a different class. For the non-Belgians reading this, you should know that Belgium is a Catholic country. In 1991 (when I was in first grade), 85 % of all Belgians were Catholic. Our king is Catholic, the majority of the schools is Catholic, every city has numerous Catholic churches etc. My classmate probably had no idea there was such thing as non-Catholic Christians. So when she asked what Protestantism was, I told her we believed almost the same as Catholics, but that we, unlike Catholics, believed the Bible and didn’t believe in Mary or the saints. That seemed to satisfy her and we went off to play again.

Even as a six year old, I was quite a thinker, and because I liked to define things, I kept mulling the question over in my head. I tried to define Protestantism without comparing to Catholicism, but I couldn’t. I figured someone older and wiser could certainly explain it to me, but no one did. So I gave up searching for an explanation.

During the same year, my classmates were preparing for their first communion. One day, my religions teacher was sick, and I joined the other students during religion class. They went to the church and practiced receiving the communion. I sat on a chair and watched, intrigued by it all and a bit jealous. I wondered how this could be wrong. It was beautiful and respectful. But I figured I was just too young to understand why it was wrong. So I gave up trying to understand.

My mother was an art lover, so if we went on trips, we usually visited a few churches. Many European churches and cathedrals are just breathtaking and she took us there when we were young, to admire the architecture and the art. I marveled at the beauty and wondered how the artists who made these could have been so wrong about religion. And how could it be wrong to make such beautiful things? The Catholic churches looked so much better than the dining hall of the school where our church had its services, and deep down I wanted to be part of this monumental community. Luckily, we also visited some Anglican churches in England, and I was relieved to see that even Protestants made beautiful buildings. I could always become an Anglican if I longed for beauty. So I gave up on the idea of joining.
My journey to Catholicism, the second step 
After the all girl primary school, I went to quite a big Catholic high school. The only religion class offered in this school was Catholic. I can only remember three of the teachers who taught that class. I still get frustrated when I think about the view on religion of two of those teachers. But the third one I remember, was very different. One day he told us he was enacting Jesus on the cross that year in the Good Friday Procession, and he proudly added that he had been doing that for quite some years. You would think a class of fourteen year olds would snigger at that statement, but somehow we didn’t. We learned about traditions and rituals in the Catholic Church that year, and I was intrigued. I felt like we, evangelicals, really missed something. We had no liturgy. None. I never thought much of it, until that year in high school. I wondered if it would be nice to have more structure and depth in our services. But my youth leader told me we didn’t need all that ballast. We could just come to Jesus without all this hustle. It was invented by the Catholic Church to keep the people away from God. That was a pity, because I liked the symbols and the meaning behind those.
During my high school years, I was expected to go to Catholic mass once or twice a year. I would prefer to say that I loved those masses, but I can’t. I didn’t like them at all. There were many boring speeches (head master, some teachers, some students and the priest), the music was dull and not very religious. Overall, I didn’t get a very good impression of the church in action. I preferred my own, evangelical, church.

During my final years at school, we encountered some problems in our church, and I started church hopping. I spend some time in the Pentecostal church (really not my thing, but at least there were some teens and young adults), and in another evangelical church nearby. After a while, our family stopped attending in our old church. My father started to attend in the Pentecostal church, and my mother in the evangelical church I had been to a few times. Not even a year later, that church split. It was then that I started dreaming of a united church.
My journey to Catholicism, the third step 
Shortly after I graduated high school, I left for an exchange year to Hungary. I tried to find a church group I liked there and visited several Protestant churches. I didn’t really like any of those, but I attended anyway. When I came back I encountered the same problem in my home town. I also tried to find a church in the city where I went to university, and that quest turned out to be a bit more successful. There was an Anglican community that met in the chapel of the building I lived in. It was a small, but enthusiastic group, with nice people. Their services where on Sunday evenings, so I could go home in the weekends and still attend church in Leuven. I loved it there. The rituals, the wordings, the structure, the simplicity … It was all so very beautiful and really relaxing. I felt recharged after mass. I wasn’t used to that. After an Evangelical service, I always felt hyper, not relaxed. I tried to attend every week and when the summer break started, I looked forward to the day I would be able to join them again.

During my second year at university, my mother reconverted to the Catholic Church. I believe family unity is more important than denomination, so I often attended with my mother. There were a lot of similarities with the Anglican church, and it was fun to hear a homily about a specific bible text in the morning by one priest and in the evening by another one. I also started to attend a Catholic youth church that met once a month. I mainly went there to meet other religious Christians, and not really for mass. I liked it, but as we only met a few times a year, I didn’t really get to know anyone that well.

In my third year of university, I met some nice charismatic Catholics. Now, I’m not a big fan of charismatics (just not my style), but it was refreshing to meet Catholics who were very serious about their faith. I also had some classes at the faculty of theology, and some of my classmates invited me to a study group of the university parish. During the exam period, they would study and relax together. I really liked it, and during the many talks we had during lunch and other breaks, I learned about some projects of the university parish. One of those was community housing. The parish had a few houses where students could live together around a central focus, ranging from helping a student with a disability to having a communal prayer life. I signed up to live in one of their houses (the one with a focus on morning prayer) and was accepted.

So, during my fourth and last year of university, I lived together with eight other students, and we met every morning for prayer in a side chapel of the main church of the beguinage. I have to admit I missed it several times (8am is very early if you’re a last year student), but every time I did join in to pray was absolutely wonderful. We sang psalms and read the gospel of the day. We also sang one "modern" song and prayed a "modern" prayer. Usually I didn’t really like those last two aspects, which struck me as odd at the time. After all, I grew up in the Evangelical church. All our prayers were personal and modern and our songs most certainly were. So why did I like the psalms so much more? (It’s funny that this question occupied me quite a bit at the time, because if I ask it now, it’s merely a rhetorical one.) I also joined the Charismatic student movement almost every week and went to a few of their morning prayers too.

During that same year, I was the chair of the Evangelical student group (part of IFES) in Leuven. I tried to introduce some elements that I had discovered in the Anglican and Catholic Church and which I believed were critical to our faith. One of those changes I proposed was praying the Our Father together every time we met as a group. The other members of the board agreed with me after I had explained my point, but they preferred we would sing it. I didn’t understand the extra value of this, and they couldn’t explain it either, so on the first official gathering we recited it together. I loved it, it almost made me tear up. It was so beautiful to pray this prayer together with my friends and fellow believers. The prayer that Jesus himself prayed!

I had only just finished putting the chairs away after the meeting when the response came. One of the students told me she really didn’t like praying the Our Father together. I was a bit surprised and asked her why not. Want to guess? I’ll wait. Not guessed yet? It was too Catholic. Yes, you read that right, the Our Father was too Catholic. I honestly did not know what to answer to that. So I smiled and told her the board would discuss it. A few weeks later someone decided to sing the Our Father together instead of reciting it. We kept singing it until the end of the year, and as soon as I had said my goodbyes as chair, the tradition was stopped.

I graduated and went back home to help my mother out with the household and little Siem. All the friends I made and the communities I was part of were now quite far away. Once again, I had to start looking for a church to call home. The thought alone of the search was draining me.
My journey to Catholicism, the fourth step 
I like learning a lot. After I graduated, I realized I didn’t want to stop learning. I enrolled in evening classes to learn sewing and Spanish, but I wanted something more. Something that interested me and that wasn’t too easy, preferably theology or history. As I lived right next to the seminary at that time, I browsed the internet to see if I could enroll for a class there too.
I read that I could follow classes with the seminarists, and I subscribed right away for an hour of liturgy studies. The lessons were so nice and challenging, that I subscribed for the following class too: two hours of New Testament studies. From that day on, I spend every Monday morning in the seminary.

Sometime in October, one of the students handed me an invitation for the Saint-Michaels movement. This is a Catholic community that focuses mainly on young people. I had heard about them before, but had never attended the parish because it was quite far away from where I lived. However the invitation wasn’t for the group in that city, it was for a group they were starting in the Saint-James parish in Bruges. I had made up my mind in mere seconds. I would go there as soon as I could. It would be nice to meet other young people, and I had wanted to go to the Saint-Michaels movement for many years.

The first Saturday evening that I was free, I went to the Saint-James’ church. There were quite some people I knew from the time the youth church still existed in Bruges. It was nice to see them again. After mass, we met for a drink in a house nearby. I had a lot of fun, and from that day on I attended almost weekly.

It was so nice to talk to people about what each of us believed, and we learned a lot from each other. Sometimes they made a joke about me being a protestant, going to a Catholic Church weekly, and never to a protestant one. I laughed about it too, but always told them I would never ever become a Catholic.
My journey to Catholicism, the fifth step 
In April last year I got a job, so I couldn’t follow classes at the seminary anymore. I was a bit disappointed, because I really liked those three hours at the beginning of the week, but on the other hand I got a job, so I didn’t care too much. In May my evening classes stopped. I also used to visit my friends in Leuven every now and then during the year, but the start of summer meant the end of those visits, as everyone went home to their own town. Shortly after, Anneke left for Africa. I had tried building a new circle of friends during the year I spend at home, and now that my visits to Leuven and my classes were finished, I was curious to see if I had succeeded in that.

It turned out I had made quite some friends at the Saint-Michaels movement. I enjoyed spending my Saturday evenings with them, and every now and then we went out on other occasions. All of a sudden, my circle of friends had changed of a group of very enthusiastic evangelical students to a group of I-care-but-not-that-much Catholic people with a job. Because I knew most of them for many months, our conversations were very varied. We talked about our jobs, our expectations of life, mutual friends, the latest movie, politics and life in general. Of course we also talked about what we believed. When I first met these people, most conversations started with a short description of what I believed about something and what they believed about something. Those conversations quickly turned into -friendly- discussions, each defending our own side. But after a few months, our discussions had turned into conversations in which we recognized each other. We focused on what we had in common, and I realized the differences were few and less important.

My journey to Catholicism, the sixth step 
Last summer, I went to a weekend in Lavaux-Saint-Anne. I wrote a short post about the night we spend under the stars, and I guess I wrote about the lack of sanitation too. However, that isn’t really important. What is important is that we stayed with the brothers and sisters of Tibériade. This mixed community lives according to the principles of Saint-Francis and Clara. As you might know (or might have guessed), I was named after Francis of Assisi, and he is actually one of the only saints I know something about. His life has somehow always inspired me. I’ve said many times I would love to live of the land. Have some goats, chickens and donkeys, harvest my own vegetables, get my own firewood. To go back to nature. As a child, I wanted to build a little hut in the middle of the forest and live there, just me and the animals. I still secretly hope I will be able to do that one day.

When we arrived in the community of Tibériade, the first thing I saw were the donkeys and the cows. We parked the car and walked towards a little church that looked as if it had stood there for centuries (I learned later that it was built by the brothers twenty years ago). Several buildings surrounded the Romanesque church. I could see the vegetable garden and several long tables in the grass. It was so idyllic I could hardly believe it was real. My first thought was "this is where I should be, this is heaven!" (And for insiders, this was quickly followed by 'There is no way I’ll give up Manasseh for this".)

But for two whole days, I soaked up every second of my time there. It was as if a whole world opened up for me. The beauty of how they were living was so overwhelming that there was no place for any other feeling or impression. Instead of following a lecture, I went to a field and just sat on the grass all by myself. I would love to say that I spent that hour contemplating profound thoughts, but I have to be honest and admit that in the whole hour, the only thing I thought was "wow". There is no way to explain it any better than this. You should go there.

In the evening there was the possibility to go to confession. As a good non-Catholic, I knew nothing about the sacrament of reconciliation. So I asked some of my friends what it was. Funnily though, they (being good Catholics) couldn’t explain it to me either. So I decided to ask the priest himself. I sat in the church and waited. When there was no one left, I went in to talk. I don’t think I already mentioned that Tibériade is a very young congregation. It was founded twenty-five years ago, and the founder (who is about fifty) is the oldest member. The brother I talked to, Brother Bart, must have been no older than thirty. I asked him about confession and, without realizing it, we started to talk about many other catholic topics too, the main one being saints. The brother was intelligent and friendly, but most of all, he was very religious without being a bigot. It was one of the best talks of my life. I still regret not meeting other brothers or sisters of the community. They had their annual youth camp, and were on the campground with the children.

Even before I left, I wanted to go back.
My journey to Catholicism, the seventh step 
In only a few years time, my irritation and indifference of the Catholic Church had changed into a feeling of belonging. I felt at ease in the church, I loved it. Every now and then I went to an evangelical church with family or friends but it made me feel uneasy. Yes, I loved the music, and it was nice to see so many (young!) families in the church, but something was missing. At first I didn’t know what it was. Maybe it was the structure or the beauty. Or the priest. Maybe it was the reverence? Sure, I did miss all those aspects, but it was something else. Something more important and bigger. For several weeks, I wondered what it might be. I had almost given up, when I suddenly realized it. The Eucharist. There was no Eucharist! As soon as the thought came in my head, I knew for certain that this was what I was searching for for weeks. I was surprised about the answer. As a non-Catholic, I couldn’t join the Eucharist. How could I miss something I didn’t take part in? It baffled me.

The next time I was in the evangelical church, I was lucky. They were going to commemorate the Last Supper. I felt so much joy when I saw the bread and wine grape juice! But when the service was finished, I had the same feeling I had before. Something was missing and I had no idea what it was. It clearly wasn’t the Last Supper I was missing, because I had just commemorated it. I raked my brain and tried to find the one missing ingredient.

Once again I realized it was the Eucharist. The commemoration of the Last Supper wasn’t the Eucharist. It wasn’t what I wanted. It wasn’t what I needed.
My journey to Catholicism, the eighth step 
And there I was. I had come to a border. Not a fine line, but a clear, obnoxious mark on the ground. It was very clear, I was on this side of the line, the Catholic Church on the other. I could see it, smell it, hear it … but I couldn’t touch it. And I felt anxious, because I knew I only had two options. I could cross the border or I could stand there, looking at the Church, never touching it. I knew I couldn’t go back, I had tried that and it didn’t work. Even before I tried it, I felt it wasn’t right. Going back, I had felt it wasn’t where I belonged and I realized I had always known that. I wasn’t made to be a protestant. I never liked being a protestant. I never felt at home in a protestant church. It wasn’t for me. And now, now I was standing on this borderline and I had to choose: staying there between two Churches or going forward and breaking with one of those. So I decided to stay where I was. Safe. Not going forward, so I didn’t have to break with the past. I had made my decision.

Mere days later, I was editing a text for a magazine. It was a review of a CD by Stef Bos and it sounded very interesting, so after work I went to the bookstore to buy the CD. And I played it. And I cried. I’m not a crier. I don’t cry very often and I have never cried because of a song. But I cried. This was the first song. You can find the Dutch text easily by searching "Lied van Lot" and "Stef Bos" And an English translation (mine, not very good) below.

Lot’s Song
Ruins and ghosts

I’m standing on the border
Between former and later
Before me a space
I don’t yet know
Behind me everything
I have to leave behind
I’m standing here with nothing
Merely who I am

I make of what was
A safe harbor
Even though for ages
I cursed that city
Still I can’t succeed
In leaving the past
What it was
A closed book

And if I look back now
I’m lost
But something prevents me
To go on
If I look back now
I will stay forever
Caught in everything
That doesn’t exist anymore

And even if I went back
There’s nothing left
I know and still
Doubt blocks the way
Even though I will only find

Ruins and ghosts
It doesn’t let me go

I can’t break yet
With what has past
In my dreams I’m still living
Where I was
I’m standing on the border
Between past and future
And behind me lies
A burning city

And if I look back now
I’m lost
But something prevents me
To go on
If I look back now
I will stay forever
Caught in everything
That doesn’t exist anymore

And even if I went back
There’s nothing left
I know and still
Doubt blocks the way
Even though I will only find
Ruins and ghost
It doesn’t let me go
It still holds on to me

If I look back now
I will stand still here

And that was the end of my decision to stay put. I contacted the diocese the next day.
From: Ciska Blanken To: michaelprabhu@vsnl.net Sent: Tuesday, May 28, 2013 6:58 PM Subject: Copyright infringement

Dear Mr. Prabhu

It has come to my attention that you have published a text on your site from my hand. As clearly indicated on the webpage where you found this text, all my work is protected by a Creative Commons License. More specifically, you are only allowed to use these texts after contacting me. As such, I urge you to immediately remove the text "TESTIMONY_OF_A_FORMER_PROTESTANT-358.doc" from you website. You are free to link to my site if you like.

Kind regards

Ciska Blanken
From: Michael Prabhu To: Ciska Blanken Sent: Tuesday, May 28, 2013 11:37 PM Subject: Re: Copyright infringement

Dear Ciska,
You've got to be kidding! Copyright for a conversion testimony to Catholicism!!
It's a year since I copied it [along with over a thousand others] to give witness to Protestants of your conversion and I assure you that I did not notice any cautionary warning.
I have copied thousands and thousands of articles from the Internet for my site which is purely non-commercial and meant to edify and educate Catholics. 
And yours is probably the third such letter that I have received. Two were from non-Christian entities, one of which was about an image.
I am confident that you will lose neither money nor credit by my retaining your testimony, although frankly its net worth has -- in my estimation -- declined after your letter.
Kind regards to you too,
Michael
From: Ciska Blanken To: Michael Prabhu Sent: Wednesday, May 29, 2013 12:01 PM

Subject: Re: Copyright infringement

Dear Michael, I am most certainly not kidding. Please remove the text. Kind regards, Ciska Blanken
Well, I’m not going to. There is something very fishy here. I’m working on it, and when I uncover it, I’ll report on it -Michael

