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A River Runs to It: A New Exodus of Protestants Streams to Rome
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By Brad Wilcox
We’re seeing the first signs of an avalanche of conversions and re-conversions. In 1998, more than 88,000 Protestants were received into the Catholic Church (and more than 73,000 adults were baptized, many of them from Protestant backgrounds) and the Protestants [now] coming into the Church are the most devoted Protestants, people deeply committed to Scripture and prayer. What accounts for this Protestant exodus at the twilight of the 20th century?
Patricia Ireland’s recent reception into the Catholic Church is but one sign that the era of McGreeley-inspired dissent and desertion is winding to a close. 
Although Ireland (who bears no relation to the president of the National Organization of Women) was raised Catholic, she fell under the spell of Mary Daly and Richard McBrien at Boston College in the late ‘70s and early '80s. Prompted by what she now says were "wrongly perceived justice issues," namely feminism and liberation theology, she left Catholicism for the Lutheran church, where she eventually became a pastor of a thriving church in southern New Jersey. 

As a Protestant pastor, however, she gradually became more orthodox: "I found that people wanted to hear more than 'I’m okay, you’re okay'," says Ireland. "People really wanted to hear about sin and forgiveness. They were longing for the message that only the Church can give." Her new-found orthodoxy left her increasingly disturbed with the moral state of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, which — among other things — covers abortion as a health benefit for its clergy. Her dissatisfaction with her mainline church’s capitulation, along with Pope John Paul II’s pro-life witness, prompted her to revisit the Church of her childhood. A careful study of the Church Fathers convinced her that it was time to come back to Catholicism. "I wanted to be a part of the apostolic Church again," Ireland says. 
The post-Vatican II exodus of American Catholics to Protestantism — prompted in part by a decline in orthodox preaching and catechesis — is well known. Social surveys suggest that the Catholic Church has lost several million members to Protestantism, especially evangelical Protestantism, in the last 30 years. Nevertheless, the dynamic between Catholicism and Protestantism is shifting — as Ireland’s experience suggests. 

Goodbye, Proud World, I'm Going Home
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. Edited by Jennifer Ferrara and Patricia Sodano Ireland. Our Sunday Visitor Books. 299 pages 
This timely, inspiring book consists of 14 essays, each by a contemporary woman recounting her conversion to the Catholic Church. These American women come from various religious backgrounds. Several were feminist liberals and Protestant ministers before their conversion. It is heartening to read how these intelligent women, earnest seekers after truth and holiness, eventually found their way into the Church. Their stories are full of rich and fascinating detail, but this review will touch only on three things that interconnect their stories: courage, the need for Church authority, and the discovery that holiness is a journey.
Patricia Sodano Ireland was disturbed by her Church’s silence on such issues as "abortion, premarital sex, and homosexuality," and Kristen McLaughlin noticed that liberals had gained so much power in her Church that they were "able to cast more votes on hot-button issues like abortion and homosexuality." After studying the Reformation from both sides, she concluded that Luther was wrong. Only the Catholic Church remained "uncompromisingly firm" on morals, and she decided that such "firmness" was needed.
It is surprising and heartening in this day to see capable and intelligent women accepting the need for the authority of the Catholic Church. One hopes that many women will read these essays and come to realize that the way forward is no longer through worldly pride, but through meekness and humility, the two virtues Jesus Christ sternly commends to both men and women in Matthew 11:29. Patricia Sodano Ireland tells of attending a 15th-anniversary celebration of the ordination of women in her former Church and finding it a "lamentation orgy" about the "suffering of female clergy at the hands of men," without a single "satisfied woman." Evidently, ordination had not brought them happiness.
Perhaps the most inspired passages in Catholic Mystique are those on the Sacraments… Patricia Sodano Ireland declares that in the Eucharist, "Heaven breaks into our world" and "in a moment, He lights upon our sin-sick tongue, and we consume Him. Christ in me."
