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DAVID’S TALE

Twenty years ago, no one saw it coming. Not even David.

He was a young man working for a prestigious management consulting firm and he was in New York working on a project. Early one morning, David and a colleague jumped out of a cab and dashed through the freezing rain toward a Wall Street high rise, only to have to step over a homeless man who was sleeping in the doorway, blocking the entrance. David could not avoid facing the stark contrast of that scene.

Here he was, a young, slightly overconfident man, entering a monument to success and aspirations, and below him was an anonymous vulnerable human being trying to soak up the warmth coming through the grates from the subway down below.

David stopped in his tracks, and heard the Holy Spirit whisper in his ear. “When are you going to stop serving yourself and start serving me?”

That day David flew home and told his fiancée that the time had come. “I’m leaving the world of business to become a pastor.”

For the next fifteen years, David’s career would blossom from one ministry to another, culminating in his dream job. He became the senior pastor of a mega-church, the most well-attended Methodist congregation in the South, and one of the largest in the country. Somewhere between four and five thousand people worshiped there each Sunday, listening to David preach. Eight thousand gathered there for Christmas and Easter services. The church sponsored one of just two K-12 Methodist schools in the nation, had a full pregnancy resource center, a counseling center, a child care ministry, and maintained partnerships with vital missions on every continent around the globe.

David had risen to what he considered the best position he could have in the Methodist Church in America. And then, twenty years after his first epiphany, he would have another, one that would be equally shocking and create deep conflict in David’s life. It would stun his family. It would cost him a number of friendships. It would put an end to all he had worked for in his career as a pastor. And it would be impossible to avoid.

It culminated on Sunday, January 6, 2008, the feast of the Epiphany. David, the former pastor of a mega-church just twenty miles away, stood before the congregation at the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, Atlanta’s oldest Catholic church.

He was no longer the very public and well-respected Methodist minister. He would not welcome the congregation, deliver the homily, or stand outside and greet members as they left, but instead would be just like any other lay person there.

But then, finally, the moment came.

David walked to the front, and the priest gently placed the Body of Christ in the palm of David’s hand for the very first time.

And David began to weep.

Tears slowly streamed down his face as the years of journey climaxed in the enveloping presence of the Holy Spirit.

During the twenty years since that fateful rainy day in New York City, God tested David’s faith, challenged his health and overhauled His call to ministry. He revealed Himself to David in wonderful ways until David had no choice but to walk away from his generous salary, his small local celebrity and his job security. He would leave behind people he had loved deeply, and he would do so without the accompaniment of his family. David was that sure of God’s calling him home to the Catholic Church.

In case you’re wondering, yes, I am David, and this is my story.

How did my transition occur? Not in a single moment of great revelation, but slowly, through a series of experiences. More like a mosaic of God-encounters. Or better yet, like a journey on a boat that begins in the Atlantic Ocean, without a real plan or destination. One day you wake up, look around and realize that you’re somewhere in the Pacific. You’re not sure when you crossed from one ocean to the other, but you know you’re there, and there’s no going back.

Often, I was leading that wonderful mega-church, and deep inside I began to feel a longing to be a part of what I was convinced was God’s One Church. Over time that longing grew until I could deny it no more.

How and why did this happen? In the pages that follow, you’ll get the answers to those questions. In fact, you’ll get six answers. Those are what I came to see are the six hidden treasures of the Catholic Church, treasures so powerful that they changed my life in ways I could never have imagined. And perhaps they’ll change yours too.

I call them hidden treasures because they are so often over-looked or misunderstood or taken for granted. I’ve written this book for a variety of readers.

It is for those who, like me, have been curious about, or even had negative feelings toward, the Catholic Church. It is also for fallen-away Catholics who feel a yearning to rediscover the wonder and beauty of their Church. And it is for practicing Catholics who may have lost sight of what is right under their noses.

To demonstrate the hiddenness of the treasures of the Church, I’ll use an analogy of an old house, and I will guide you through it and point out to you what I’ve discovered there. It is my prayer that, whoever you are, you’ll discover in the walls of that house the beauty and truth and wonder that I did.

Most of all, I pray that the real-life recommendations I provide at the end of the book will give you real-life ways to experience the grace of God, and the treasures of the Church, for yourself. In providing these practical ideas, my hope is to offer life-giving insights for everyday living.

Finally, I should admit that writing this book has been difficult for me, because I share some of my deepest struggles and personal secrets. Not only do I make myself vulnerable in doing so, I could also risk someone misinterpreting my journey as a criticism of their own beliefs. Please know that this is never my intention. My hope is that by being honest about my own experience and conflicts and journey, others will be helped in similar ways. I write this book with great love. I love the Methodist Church, for it birthed my own faith in Jesus Christ. And I love the many persons who have shaped my journey from childhood and since those days when I stepped over that vulnerable homeless man in New York City.

But now that part of my journey is over, and I am finally home. What follows is what I have found in that home.
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“This house will take care of you.” Those words rang in Steven’s ears.

When he was just a little boy, Steven’s father, Henry, walked him through the family home one day and said, “This house will take care of you. Everything you need is in this house.”

Now, years later, Henry had died. Steven was now helping his mother pack up the family’s belongings in order to sell the house and move to Florida to be near her grown children. As they walked through the house one last time, taking one final glance at the home built by Henry’s own hands, memories flooded Steven’s mind. And then came the words again, “This house will take care of you.”

It was as if his father were standing right there to remind him. “Everything you need is in this house.”

Henry had been a WWII hero, a Flying Tiger. Henry had radiated Yankee know-how, independence, frugality, and self-sufficiency. He had loved time in the woods. He had raised his children well, and he had raised them in that house. But now he was gone. Fifty years of memories had accumulated in that old house.

As Steven took that one last walk-through, he reminisced on years gone by, including his entire childhood and adolescence. He also looked for any possessions that might have been missed in the packing. In his parents’ bedroom, Steven noticed an odd screw in the ceiling, an object that had never before captured his attention. Steven knew his dad’s meticulous nature and assumed that the screw surely had some purpose, so he stepped up on a stool to look more carefully at the ceiling. When he removed the screw, a hidden panel emerged from the ceiling. Behind the panel rested two Folger’s Coffee cans, each of which was filled with cash.

“This house will take care of you.”

Steven’s mind raced. If his father had hidden cash in one place, there might be other cans hidden as well. Steven soon discovered screws, hidden panels, and coffee cans all around that old house. Hidden treasures all around him, and he had never realized it.

By the end of the spontaneous scavenger hunt, Steven had found more than $5000, hidden years before in the old house by a Depression-era man who knew you cannot always trust forces outside your own house. In addition, Steven also found old report cards, children’s notes and drawings, and other family memories his father had stashed away in those coffee cans. Instead of using safe deposit boxes, Henry had carefully hidden his treasure in the ceilings and walls of his own home. “Everything you need is in this house.”

As you will soon learn, Steven played a crucial role in introducing me to Catholicism. Whether he intended to do so, I do not know. But it seems most fitting that his own father’s story provides the metaphor for my simultaneously joyful and painful journey into the Church.

You see, for the first thirty years of my life, the Catholic Church was just an old house to me. An old house that often looked like it needed some sprucing up. To be sure, the Catholic Church and her history have not been without blemishes, and like any old house, the Church has a few creaky windows, a few cracks in the walls, and an occasional leak. Sadly, as an American and as a Protestant, I knew more about the blemishes than about the house itself.

Having grown up as a Methodist, having descended from at least five generations of Methodist pastors in the South, the Catholic Church existed in my world simply as an old house. The Catholic Church was old and historic, but it was never something that attracted my attention in any real way. Catholic churches were often physically beautiful, but I never really noticed anything else about the old house at all.

During my nearly twenty years as a Methodist pastor, I neither liked nor disliked the old house of the Catholic Church. In each town where my family lived, stood a Catholic church, which in my mind was just another church, one of the many varieties in the world. I really had no reason ever to notice its existence. I was not Catholic, nor was I particularly interested in those who were. It was just an old house, with some old rituals, old buildings, and old ideas. I paid it no attention.

Without my expecting and certainly without my invitation, God began to reveal to me irresistible treasures hidden in the walls of the old house known as the Catholic Church. In fact, as I moved through the old house, I discovered new treasures in all kinds of places. For example, in the dining room, I found the treasure of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist. It had always been there, but it lay hidden in the wall. In the basement, I discovered a foot locker full of saints. In the bedroom, my wife shared the Church’s mystery with me. Exploring the old house proved to be a thrilling and life-giving wonder in my life. In fact, the exploration proved life-changing. “This house will take care of you. Everything you need is in this house.”

All in all, God showed me the treasures found only in the Catholic Church. He used them to paint a mosaic of truths and experiences in my spirit. As a result, after having served as an effective Methodist pastor for almost two decades, including the final eight years of my ministry at one of the largest Methodist congregations in the world, I left it all behind to enter the Catholic Church in January, 2008.

These treasures taught me that this old house is, in fact, my home. In these six treasures, I found life. A new home in an old house. A journey to the center of the heart of Jesus Christ and His intentions.
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The Catholic Church is mean. That was my first impression.

We were there for a funeral. My first visit ever to an actual Catholic church. While still attending seminary, I was serving as a Methodist pastor at a small church in rural Georgia. A close friend died. My wife, Anita, and I attended the funeral. So far, so good. Since I was a pastor, it just naturally occurred to me to stand and move toward the altar when the time came to receive communion from the priest. In the Methodist Church, the communion elements were offered to anyone who presents himself to receive. Moving forward was a natural response for me.

In the small church, with only a handful of pews, we were seated near the front, immediately behind the family of the deceased. When the priest issued the invitation at the funeral, I moved toward the aisle to go forward. As I stood, a woman directly in front of me, who knew me well enough to know I was not Catholic, turned around, stuck her finger in my chest, glared directly in my eyes, and said very pointedly, “You cannot receive communion here. Sit down.”

Message sent. Message received. Clearly.

My takeaway? The Catholic Church is mean. At least that is what I thought and felt at the moment since this was my very first encounter in a Catholic church.

But years later, my experience in the dining room of the old house would change all that.

Sister Rose Plants the First Seed

Several years after that “sit down” encounter, the Holy Spirit introduced me to the dining room of the old house. It was there that God planted the first seed. I am still trying to understand how He did that. I do know this: it did not happen overnight. It was a gradual process, but when it did, the results overwhelmed me.

This dining room discovery was the very beginning of my journey home to the Church. Ironically, it also proved to be the final climax.

The dining room is where it began and ended. In a way, this makes sense. We often begin our family time gathered around the family table. We linger after meals in the dining room. For most families, our best conversations take place in the dining room. In more ways than one, the family table becomes the centerpiece of our family’s life together. The dinner table cannot be replaced by the drive-through window nor by an entertainment center. Something mysterious, even sacred, occurs when we sit down together and break bread. Even research shows that families who eat together usually experience greater strength and remain together. It may be as simple as this: in the dining room, we share the family meal. And that meal binds us together.

In the same way, in the Catholic Church, the dining room takes center stage. It serves as the focal point of the entire house. Why? Because as a friend of mine says, “It all rides on the Eucharist.” And it took me a long time to discover he is right.

After completing seminary at Emory University in Atlanta, my family and I moved to New Haven, Connecticut, for me to pursue a Ph. D. in New Testament and Ancient Christian Origins at Yale University. Of the four students admitted to the highly selective degree program that year, one was a Presbyterian, one a Jesuit, one a Dominican, and, of course, I was a Methodist. Much to my surprise, the Dominican friar, Fr. Steven, and I immediately became close friends upon meeting in our first week. Fr. Steven fascinated me. I had never spent more than five minutes with a priest in my life. He slowly opened all the doors to the Catholic Church for me. Up to that point, I really had had no exposure to the Church, but when it came, it came like water from a fire hydrant.

At times, God uses friendships in remarkable ways. We listen to real friends. To strangers, we often turn a deaf ear or a cold shoulder. But to real friends, we will listen, even when listening stretches us in new ways. I do not think Fr. Steven intended to lead me home. Rather, he loved me and my family with abundance in a time when we desperately needed it. That friendship and love led to conversations about things of faith. Those conversations percolated and bounced around in my soul for years. I am constantly amazed at how God uses genuine friendships to shape our lives.

Essentially what Fr. Steven did was he introduced me to the dining room and the family meal. In our second year together, Fr. Steven arranged for the two of us to give Lenten lectures to a group of cloistered Dominican nuns in North Guilford, Connecticut. Of course, first, he had to explain what a cloistered monastery was. Talk about naive! I had no idea such places even existed.

A gathering of 50 nuns, located in a monastery whose grounds they vowed never to leave. A place of regular prayer, Mass, and simple, humble service. A group of nuns who supported their mutual life of prayer by making fudge (and it was great fudge!) and operating a book store. It was in their monastery that God planted the first seeds for my conversion, seeds which took sixteen years to come to fruition, and seeds which I did not even realize were being planted at the time.

Fr. Steven and I spent four wonderful afternoons giving talks to the nuns at the Monastery of Our Lady of Grace. I discovered later that I had been the first male who was not an ordained Catholic priest ever to instruct the sisters within their walls. It was a rare privilege and blessing, which I could not have fully appreciated at the moment. God had opened a door of grace into which I had stumbled.

Best of all, the experience proved eye-opening for me in more ways than one. This invitation into a cloistered monastery rocked my world.

The holiness of these sisters stunned me. Keep in mind that these women would be the first to disagree at any suggestion that they are holy. They would be wrong.

Never before had I encountered persons so completely given over to God. Their faces shone with a grace and a light that unnerved me. The love of God revealed itself physically in their eyes, cheeks, and smiles. These were women whose entire lives were dedicated to the glory of God.

Remember this was totally new to me. I had no context or background to understand this place or these women. No such group exists in any Protestant tradition. Very simply, I was bumfuddled. It is not often that we have an experience that is so out of the ordinary and so out of place that we have no real way to process it at first.

This was all new territory to me. In some ways, it was scary because I was accustomed to teaching, speaking and being in charge of my setting. That control and leadership clearly did not apply here.

Fr.
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