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Protestant Pastors on the Road to Rome
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By Elizabeth Altham, 1996
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. […]
V. Missionaries to Catholics

Many converts first begin to question their Protestant beliefs when they contemplate the many interpretations that Scripture alone has yielded among men of good will. Marty and Kristine Franklin may have found the best place in the world to notice that variety: a missionary community in Guatemala City.

Kristine Franklin was raised a "Bible Christian" fundamentalist in Tacoma, Wash. Her husband's family was nominally Episcopalian; and he was "born again" through the high school group called Young Life.

"Our group had a serious commitment to world evangelization," Kristine Franklin explains. "We learned as children that that was the highest calling you could achieve: a foreign missionary. My elder brother and my elder sister served as missionaries, my brother in Spain, El Salvador, Costa Rica and Mexico, rescuing Catholics from the clutches of Rome. My sister and her husband were in New Guinea." When Kristine and Marty Franklin were married, they began to plan for mission work, too.

"We spent eight years preparing to be missionaries. We also had to be accepted by a mission board; and then we spent two and a half years raising funds to go overseas."

The Franklins went first to Costa Rica for a year of training; then they were sent to Guatemala.

There are many Protestant missionaries in Guatemala, so many just in Guatemala City that there is a K-12 school there for the missionaries' children. Marty Franklin began to teach at that school.

Are all those missionaries mostly working among people who aren't Christians at all, or among Catholics?

"Among Catholics," says Kristine Franklin, "and with great success, because the Catholics are not well catechized and — and this is just my opinion — because American missionaries coming down are offering a piece of Americana."

"While we were in Guatemala several things became really obvious to me. One was that with all of my education, I really knew nothing about Catholicism. I knew only what I'd been told and that it was a false religion.

In a Bible study group Kristine Franklin met her first serious Roman Catholic.

"I look back and see that that was one of those signposts along the way. This was a very devout woman, probably about my age; she was not a missionary. It was very clear from her speech and her life that she was a very committed believer of Jesus Christ — as a Catholic. It was amazing to me, after she left, to hear the other women talk about trying to evangelize her, because it was so obvious to me that she didn't need evangelizing.

"Another thing was that my husband was teaching American and Canadian children, kids from about 40 different denominations. So not only did we get a glimpse of American Protestantism in Latin America; we also were bombarded by the reality of Protestantism, which is that it's a whole lot of groups and everybody has a slightly different message.

"Among the people who work in rural areas, there are tacit understandings between mission groups — almost the Pentecostals on one side of the mountain and the Methodists on the other side: If you don't tell my people that they need to speak in tongues to have the Holy Spirit, then I won't tell yours that they need to baptize their infants."
Besides the wide variation in doctrine and practice among the missionaries, which they found troubling in itself, the Franklins were concerned about illiteracy and near-illiteracy among some of the clergy.

"They get saved and they have a first-grade education and now they're ready to be pastors. There were self-proclaimed ministers of the Gospel who had no training; maybe they had a partial copy of the Scriptures. This really brought up a lot of questions. You can't just put the Bible into someone's language. You also have to teach them an entire new world view. And you have to teach them an interpretive system.

"And then the question is, Whose?"

But even that was not the hardest question.

"It was really stark to me that I came from an education-saturated paradigm, and was living in a country with 60 percent illiteracy. I began to ask myself questions like, 'Well. what did Christianity depend on when nobody could read' If my responsibility as a Christian is to know my Bible inside and out and to understand theology and to study it every day and to come to theological conclusions basically on my own — I mean, Protestantism is based on private interpretation — how did those people do that?'

"What do these people do who are Christians and can't read? And they never will. What did God ever have in mind for them? And then you think, actually it's only been a couple of centuries since a lot of people could read and in most of the world there are a lot of people that don't read. What is the Gospel for them? Who's going to be responsible for telling them the truth?"

The Franklins began discussing these questions, and others. If the good news from the perspective of their mission was that Guatemala was Protestantizing fast, the history of Western Europe suggested that all might not be well longer term.

"The European countries that went Protestant after the Reformation are now basically God-free nations. When the Reformation came through people were Protestantized for a certain number of generations; then almost as a natural consequence there was a godless society.

"Just in my own thinking now, it seems that it's because when you introduce private interpretation of Scripture, what you're really introducing to people is the whole notion of the subjective nature of truth. Catholicism and our Christian faith are based on objective truth.

"And people can stop believing in moral absolutes. In the middle-class Guatemalan church that we attended there were quite a number of divorced and remarried people. One of these couples we became friends with and we asked them, 'So how did you get born again? How did you end up Protestants?'"

The man's wife had left him and he couldn't get an annulment.

"You can kind of see the extension of that," suggests Kristine Franklin, "what that becomes society-wise. It started seeming to me that Protestantism in Guatemala was very much connected with North American-ness. It seemed very much like an import, just like McDonald's hamburgers and Reeboks."

The church the Franklins attended was about ten miles from their home. One Sunday they were driving back with their two children. They passed the Catholic Church which stood two blocks from their house.

"My little daughter, who was about four, said, 'Mom why don't we go to the Catholic Church?' And I realized I didn't have an answer. I couldn't say, 'Because they don't teach the truth,' because I didn't know that. I did know it seemed really bizarre to be driving across town to church. It made me realize that as Protestants we choose our churches according to our own personal doctrine. That makes us the final authority about what's true and what's right. That really struck me: my interpretation of Scripture is the bottom line for truth. I choose my truth. I choose my Christian truth....

"So we started reading a lot of Church history. We started attending an Episcopal church down there. We were nowhere near Catholicism, but my husband missed the liturgy. I had never been to a liturgical church service at all."

What did she think when she first saw one?

"I cried. It was so right that we kneel for Communion. There was a rightness about it even though it was very strange. Although I wasn't theologically there, there was a rightness about the children being brought into the community through Baptism. I was raised in an Anabaptist-type tradition, so I had never seen that. There was a rightness to the emphasis on the liturgy and the Eucharist as opposed to the sermon.

"In my heart — not intellectually at all — there was a fullness — there was something there that I had never experienced before. I'm not the kind of person who goes around looking for experiences, but it was very profound and very moving. And my husband had a definite feeling of coming home.

"But we were very uncomfortable. It doesn't take long in the Episcopal Church. We were very uncomfortable with the theology, which was almost nothing. We resigned our mission and came back to the U.S. We didn't know where we were going to end up. We did know we couldn't be evangelical Protestants any more."

They had left behind a large, active church. They could not return to it when they came back to the States.

"It was difficult, because we have friends here. We never showed our faces back at that church. We didn't know where we were headed, but we knew where we were not headed. And so we went into the Episcopal Church again. That's a good oasis. From that safe haven of tolerance we began to seriously study Catholic doctrine. It didn't take long once we were able to work through the authority issue — Scripture versus the Church. Actually that wasn't hard to work through. Some of the other doctrines were sort of troublesome. But because we had already lived cross-culturally we had learned to look at things from outside of our culture. When you're able to do that you can see Catholicism a little bit more for what it is....

"For us the biggest issue was, What is truth and how do we know? And what do we base our beliefs on? How do we decide? When we laid out the evidence for the Catholic Church as opposed to the evidence for Protestantism, the Catholic Church just won hands down, logically, historically, philosophically, scripturally. Everything was all there."

Marty and Kristine Franklin were received into the Catholic Church last April.

Finding Their Places
[…]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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