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TESTIMONY OF A FORMER PROTESTANT – (LUTHERAN) - 368
Former Lutheran pastor: “Why I am becoming Catholic…”
http://aleteia.org/2016/03/18/former-lutheran-pastor-why-i-am-becoming-catholic/ 
By Russell E. Saltzman, March 18, 2016 
Just in time for Holy Week, embracing the Church for its density: "There is a 'there' there."

For thirty years I labored away in parish ministry as a Lutheran pastor. Then for another four years, I was a district dean for the North American Lutheran Church (a supervisory work I enjoyed about as much as tooth decay).
Now, as I write this in the run-up to Holy Week, I am about to become a Roman Catholic, along with my wife; me for the first time and her for the second.

You may blame her for my conversion (though I think of it as a natural transition, as you’ll see). She was raised Roman Catholic and became Lutheran. Her father was raised Lutheran and became Catholic. Life is a darn strange thing at times. Her father died two years ago, and in the throes of watching that good man give up his life to ALS, she felt a tug back to her childhood faith.

To my surprise — hers too, I think — I said I’d tag along. Actually, it wasn’t much of a surprise to me. From seminary on as I became enmeshed in the Lutheran confessional documents from the sixteenth century, I progressively became more catholic in my thinking. What I sought for my faith was an ecclesial density; the feeling that there is a “there” there. The state of Lutheran church bodies in America simply does not approach it.

But it isn’t only out of disappointment as a Lutheran that I am becoming Roman Catholic. There is conviction behind this move. That rises along several avenues.

1) Some of my seminary class work, back in the late 1970s, was done at the Pontifical College Josephinum in Ohio. I had classes in Sacramentology and Marian studies, taught by two old school Jesuits. I found myself in a classroom, the lone Lutheran surrounded by a horde of Salesian seminarians. It was exciting.

What impressed me was how close Lutherans and Catholics really are in basic doctrines and in the respective theological formulations. We ― Romans and Lutherans ― do theology alike, and possibly in a way nobody else does. We pay close attention to our words. Each word is weighed and compared to alternative words that might be used but pose less precision. Precision in wording, it seems, will keep us out of theological hell, and if the exact words aren’t the exactly proper words placed in the exact proper order, well, do not doubt it, we are all certainly doomed.

When you think about it, it’s actually a pretty charming approach. It also means that when Lutherans and Catholics do sit down together, they have a common language and speaking it together often results in surprising outcomes, as in 1999 with the doctrine of justification.
That’s one level. At the parish level, there is no consistency in how catholic a Lutheran congregation will be or can be. It’s that density thing I mentioned; pointedly, Catholics got it, Lutherans don’t.

2) When my wife said she was thinking of turning Roman again, I started wondering just how Lutheran I still remained. I had the influence of Fr. Richard John Neuhaus* tugging at me. I was his successor at Forum Letter, a Lutheran publication he edited for 16 years (I did him a year better). In his years as a Catholic priest he would often nudge me, come home. The last correspondence we exchanged was on that topic. After his death there were a couple nights in my dreams when he whopped me upside the head because I hadn’t done it. The man had, in his Lutheran years, deep impact on my pastoral life as a Lutheran, and that only intensified in the years he was a priest. I enjoy telling people I discovered Neuhaus wheedles as well dead as he ever did alive.

*See TESTIMONY OF A FORMER PROTESTANT-78 [LUTHERAN PASTOR, LATER CATHOLIC PRIEST]
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/TESTIMONY_OF_A_FORMER_PROTESTANT-78.doc
The more I thought things through the more I realized most of the Lutheran clerics I admired most — and with whom I enjoyed the comradery of the Lutheran pastorate — had, one by one, left for Rome. 
It seemed I knew as many priests as I did pastors, and after a while, not a few of those pastors had become priests. There I was on the shore, hailing good-bye as they left.

For a short while after Neuhaus’ death I helped edit the magazine he founded, First Things**. Though not explicitly Catholic, it is usually regarded that way. For the last six years, coming up on seven, I have been a regular columnist at the website; I was a Lutheran writer; now I’m a Catholic writer.

**See https://www.firstthings.com/featured-author/russell-e-saltzman 
3) It became very easy for me to become Roman Catholic. But the key of course is not convenience, but conviction. I came to believe that the essence, more like fullness, of the Church of Christ is found in churches in communion with the Church of Rome.
I reject nothing of being a Lutheran. That is the transition, not the conversion; I am moving, but the Christian faith that has marked my life is coming with me. I learned my prayers as a Lutheran, memorized the catechism, and when I was struggling out of the well of agnosticism tending to atheism every third or fourth day, God put in my life some challenging, passionate, authentic Lutheran pastors who taught me well. For a guy who in those years did not believe Christ was raised, it was in a Lutheran community founded in the Resurrection of Christ that I first believed there had been a resurrection. What may I do with that, save give God praise?

Being a Catholic isn’t a finished job — not for me, not for any of us, as I think about it. We do not occupy a perfected Church. But then it is not our job to make it perfect; that’s God’s responsibility. But we are promised a holy Church being perfected. There are always discoveries of faith awaiting each of us.
Russell E. Saltzman is a web columnist at First Things and lives in Kansas City, Missouri. He can be reached on Twitter: @RESaltzman. 
A reader wrote:

I became a Roman Catholic about two and a half years ago. 

I too was a Lutheran pastor for almost fifty years. I reside in Flat Rock, NC. I attend Immaculate Conception Church in Hendersonville, NC. Love to hear from you. -Rev Dr. Paul Cates
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Russell Saltzman’s continuing Catholicity

http://www.firstthings.com/blogs/firstthoughts/2014/12/russell-saltzmans-continuing-catholicity
By Matthew Schmitz, December 12, 2014
My friend Russell Saltzman has announced his intention to be received into the Catholic Church. Saltzman is a former dean of the North American Lutheran Church and former editor of the august Lutheran publication Forum Letter. On the message board of the American Lutheran Publicity Bureau, he cites some of the personal reasons for his decision:
Experiencing the death of her Roman Catholic father on the last day of the NALC convocation in July, my wife sensed a tug back to her childhood faith. She had issues with the RCs for many years, but never really examined them. When she began examining them last summer, most had faded. Her father was raised a Lutheran and became Roman Catholic; Dianne was Roman Catholic and became Lutheran. Life is darn strange. 

He also discusses this in terms of his long contest for catholicity. It’s one Saltzman entered into alongside several others influenced by the great Lutheran catholic Arthur Carl Piepkorn. Saltzman again:

What I have always sought—since seminary on—is to be in a church that finally gives expression to the catholicity of the Augsburg Confession. There is no Lutheran expression doing that. Most of my 17 years as editor of Forum Letter was spent, so it seems, showing Lutherans how far we have fallen from the practice of parish life described in our own confession. 
There are evangelically catholic centers of Lutheran congregational life, and some that are deeply so, And there are evangelically catholic-minded pastors seeking parish renewal by Creed, Catechism, Confession, and praise God for it. The Church must continually struggle “against forces that always strike the Church and gospel: the fashions and fads of Gnosticisms ancient and new . . . the devaluation of the sacraments through neglect, the socially accommodating spirit of Church Growth excitements, and the gross appetite of a politicized bureaucracy.” (Forum Letter 19:9, September 1990). It may be, I’ll find out, the best field for the contestation in that struggle is with Rome.
In 2012, Saltzman explained how he’d long been looking Romeward:
A year after Richard became Catholic we had a long, long conversation. He had found in Catholicism everything he sought as a Lutheran. He wanted me to “come over.” 
Richard was sometimes whimsical. And naive as well. He advocated my appointment as his successor at Forum Letter. I felt I owed the ALPB some stability and, here’s a fine point, I wasn’t Richard Neuhaus. I would have to return to seminary, plus I was married, plus I had more kids than I ever thought I’d own. I needed work, a job, water-wings for the Tiber. I could not do it, not professionally, not personally. . . 
Circumstances frequently conspire to keep us where we are, not, I think, always for our own purposes but often for God’s as well. God “made” me a Lutheran by birth and I have sought to bloom where planted. But it is as a Lutheran I have gained some very catholic convictions, not least due to Richard’s friendship. 

Russ also cites his involvement with First Things. He’s not quite right to say that our journal is Catholic or that all our editors are, but I for one am unable to dodge the charge. I hope that Russ finds in the Catholic Church the home that I have.

A Conversion of Consequence: Russell Saltzman Has Crossed the Tiber

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/kathyschiffer/2014/12/a-conversion-of-consequence-russell-saltzman-has-crossed-the-tiber/ 

By Kathy Schiffer, December 12, 2014 
It is with great pleasure that I welcome my friend Russell E. Saltzman, a former Lutheran pastor and a former journalist, into the Catholic Faith.

In the years since we became internet friends, Russ–who has been a columnist for First Things–has shared delightful stories about his friendship with the late Fr. Richard John Neuhaus.  I was pleased, a few months ago, to review Russ’s book Speaking of the Dead: When We All Fall Down, a book of funeral homilies which offered a glimpse into Russ’ faithful ministry to families who have lost a loved one.

Russ has just posted an open letter on the ALPB Forum Online, announcing his transition to the Roman Catholic Church. The ALPB, the American Lutheran Publicity Bureau, is an independent nonprofit organization which is linked by faith and confession to the Lutheran Church.

Russ titled his announcement Is It Just Me: Does Evangelical Catholicism Lead to Roman Catholicism?  In it, he addresses the reasons for his decision.  In part, it seems, his wife Dianne was responsible for his shift.  I extract from his letter here:
My wife. We were in Charleston, SC tending her father’s death bed as the NALC convocation was going on. Experiencing the death of her Roman Catholic father on the last day of the NALC convocation in July, my wife sensed a tug back to her childhood faith. She had issues with the RCs for many years, but never really examined them. When she began examining them last summer, most had faded. Her father was raised a Lutheran and became Roman Catholic; Dianne was Roman Catholic and became Lutheran. Life is darn strange. 
…When she mentioned this to me, I had no objection at all. It was something Richard Neuhaus, famously a Lutheran gone Catholic, had urged on me for years. Our last correspondence before he died 2009 was on that subject. You might say his ghost has come ’round to whop me upside my head. 
While certainly Neuhaus was – crap, still is – a tremendous influence on me, Dianne’s announcement set me to examining my Lutheran life, and in some ways it’s not as Lutheran as it once was. I write regularly for a Catholic magazine. Everybody senior on the staff at First Things is Catholic. I know as many priests as I do pastors, people I hang out with on email and the like, and I point out not a few of those priests were once Lutheran pastors. Not to slight you or anyone you know, it has just happened in my life that my intellectual and best theological compatriots these days are largely Roman Catholic.
 
He goes on, admitting that much of the time during his tenure as editor of Forum Letter, a Lutheran publication, he tried to show Lutherans how far they had fallen from the practice of parish life described in their own confession.

But this–this single paragraph–is the part that most warms my heart, that makes it real in my mind that we should open welcoming arms and accept Russ Saltzman as a fellow Catholic.  He believes what the Church teaches.  He writes:

“Yet, this is not for ease nor is it out of mere unhappiness with the state of Lutheranism.  It rises from true conviction that has grown in strength since Richard’s death, that the essence–more like fullness–of the Church of Christ is found in communion with churches in communion with the bishop of Rome.  It is not safe to deny one’s conscience or renege on conviction.”
You can read the rest here.

God bless you, Russ, for your courage and conviction, for fearlessly exploring the issues which divide the people of God, for speaking clearly on the pages of First Things and other venues. Surely it is He Who guides your steps; may He continue to bless you and those you love in the months and years to come.

And lastly, I want to express my appreciation to the Lutherans, fellow believers in Christ, who offered their well-wishes in the comment box after Russ’ letter. Nowhere do I see animosity or derogation from those who remain behind in the Lutheran communion. All speak in charity, offering their well-wishes as he embarks on this new journey. For that, I thank you.
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