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The Network

Rosalind Moss had devoted herself to ministry in Evangelical churches for eighteen years. When word got out last year that she was about to enter the Catholic Church, a woman whom she'd "brought to Christ," as they both would put it, wrote to say she had asked God to take her own life if only He would bring Moss back to the truth. That woman will herself be received into the Catholic Church this coming Easter.

An extraordinary story, indeed; but its theme is recurring all around the country. In the past ten years at least fifty Protestant pastors, mostly evangelicals, have resigned their posts and found their ways to Rome. Every one has endured conflict of mind and heart; every one has sacrificed comfort and security. Many were predisposed by upbringing and training to fear and despise the Catholic Church; the rest simply thought it was the most erroneous of sects.

Because one of the hardest parts of the journey is the loneliness, some of the former pastors have formed a fellowship called The Network to help each other on the road. Of its 150 members, about one hundred are still on their ways in; and the list is growing. […]
IV. Altar Call

Ken Smith's father was a superintendent for a major construction firm, so the family followed him from job to job throughout the Southeast. They attended church rarely.

In 1973, when Smith was in ninth grade, a friend invited him to a Baptist church.

"At that service I really felt under — what we say in the Baptist world — the conviction of the Holy Spirit. I went back for the evening service. At a Baptist service there is an invitation, from the old revival setting of the frontier."
Like an altar call?

"Yes. They don't have an altar, but they have an altar call. So I responded. From that time I was on the evangelical fast track."

A woman who was a youth worker in the church told Smith she felt that he was going to do something special for the Lord — that he had a gift for preaching.

"Being a young, impressionable boy I took that to heart. From then on, that was my career goal."

Smith graduated from Samford University in 1980, married, and was ordained at a Baptist church in Magnolia, Arkansas. ("Baptists do things differently from just about anybody else. Everybody else ordains after seminary.") He went on to earn a master's degree in divinity at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Ky., and served as pastor of two churches.

But the more he studied Scripture and Church history, the less satisfied Smith was with Baptist ecclesiology.

"The denominationalism of Baptists and Methodists and Presbyterians is rampant and they're all very comfortable with it. There is no sense of Christianity as a continuing, living tradition that Christ Himself preserved from the time of the Apostles. And that's where the sola scriptura [Scripture alone] emphasis in Protestantism, especially in evangelicalism, comes in. As long as you're able to read the Bible, then you're plugged into Christ. Churches and things like that are nice to have, and it's nice to be around people who sort of agree with you; but it's not essential. What's essential is that you can read, and that you read the Bible."

It was a different question, however, that compelled Smith to take a serious look at the Catholic Church. He happened to see an episode of "L.A. Law," which featured a divorce suit in which contraception was an issue. A Catholic priest was called as an expert witness, and explained the Church's teaching in the matter.

"Of all places to find a compelling witness to Christian truth!" he remarks now a bit ruefully. He began to read Catholic books, and soon sought out a priest and began instructions. By the fall of 1991 he knew he would have to resign his pastorale and move his family to a place where he could find another job. He prayed the Rosary daily, asking particularly for help in knowing when he should "go public." By way of response, a house became available near the Catholic school where his wife was teaching.
On Epiphany Sunday Smith closed his sermon and the congregation sang "Just As I Am." Then he told them that he was resigning.

"We are all looking for truth," he said. "It is the nature of Christianity to seek truth. Jesus Christ said He was the truth, and anyone who seeks will find. Because of that, this Easter I will unite with the Roman Catholic Church, as I have come to definite answers about the truth."

Rough Seas

[…]Lisanne Bales and Emily Smith had the hardest time. They were very much pastors' wives, well educated in and deeply committed to their evangelical faith.

"My wife was very negative throughout most of my journey," Bill Bales recalls, "horrified at the thought, in fact.

"But all along she had been exposed to the ideas. By the time I resigned my pastorale she was open to things. By the time I came into the Church she was pretty convinced, but it took another six months for her to be sure. She came in at Easter of 1991."

Emily Smith's journey took longer. She began to be reconciled, although not persuaded, when their five-year-old son asked for Baptism. "That fit," Ken Smith explains, "with her Baptist understanding of things."

She began to attend RCIA classes. For her, as for so many others, it was the Catholic unity of doctrine that turned the tide. She was received into the Church two years after her husband.
Finding Their Places
[…]Ken Smith is working in management information systems for Electronic Data Systems. He is looking forward to a transfer to Monroe, La., and to becoming active in a Catholic parish there. "I do miss preaching. Yes, I do. But soon I will be close to a Catholic church for the first time in my life. Not having to drive thirty minutes to get to Confession will be such a treat!" Smith is an oblate of St. Benedict, affiliated with the monastery at Subiaco, AR.
[…]Marcus Grodi is working on another part of the answer. He serves as Executive Director of Christian Outreach at Steubenville College, and teaches one course each semester; but he has also founded The Network, an organization of Protestant pastors who have come into the Church, or are on their ways in.

"When I came in, it was a very lonely process," Grodi explains. "You can't talk to any of your old friends about this. They will not understand. Catholic laity don't understand the journey. And it's amazing how many priests said to me, 'After Vatican II you don't have to convert any more.' It was sad.

"At the end of the journey, feeling like I was the only one in the world doing this, I encountered others — the Gordon-Conwell buddies and others. So I started this fellowship of pastors who had converted, or were on the journey."

The Network has grown to 150 members, about a third already received into the Church. It produces a newsletter and helps to organize occasional retreats. It can also help priests deal with incoming converts.
The Secret of the Seminary

An occasional Protestant pastor has converted to the Catholic Church since the Reformation, but there are 150 of them in Marcus Grodi*'s Network — fifty or more already received into the Church — and the list is growing. Why? Why now?

"Without sounding super-spiritual," says Steve Wood**, "I think it's a sovereign move of God. I think I can tell you why it happened at my seminary. Our seminary was bought by Pew of Sun Oil, a very wealthy evangelical, and Billy Graham.

"Now, when I walked into the diocese down here, the Bishop appointed a priest to work with my family on our way in. The first time I went to see him, I went by myself. In case I had to get out fast I didn't want my wife and children to slow me down. I walked in very nervously to see this wonderful priest, Fr. Schevers. He asked, 'Where did you do your theological studies?'

"I said, 'Oh, it's a place you'd never have heard of, Gordon-Conwell.' He looked at me and smiled.

"'I taught there,' he said. You see, it had been a Carmelite boys' school with the purpose of producing vocations for the Church. They were praying and praying, but there weren't vocations coming and in great agony they put the property up for sale. To add double insult to injury, here came Billy Graham and bought the campus.

"Now, I was not the warm ecumenical type when I was at seminary, and Scott Hahn was going around there telling people the Pope was the Antichrist. The Catholic Church was not a latent desire for us. I'm convinced that for us it was the prayers of those Carmelites."
*Presbyterian convert, received into the Catholic Church in 1993
**Presbyterian convert, received into the Catholic Church in July 1990.
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