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Are you Catholic? 
 

Douglas Farrow 

 

 

 

 

When I arrived for the first time, weary from a long night’s flight and more than a little 
bedraggled, at the door I was seeking in King’s College, on the Strand, I was wearing a 
large wooden cross crafted by a friend.  As it happened, I was met not only by the 
eminent professor who was to become my Doktorvater, but also by an equally eminent 
scholar and churchman, who some three years earlier had been made Metropolitan of 
Pergamon.  Standing next to Colin Gunton was the Most Reverend John Zizioulas, who 
seemed to me (the titular nature of his appointment notwithstanding) an exotic figure 
connected to the mysterious world of the Apocalypse.  Espying the cross, he enquired, 
“Are you Catholic?”  “No,” I replied, “I’m an Anglican.”  

That was more than twenty years ago and the answer has changed.  Being a 
theologian (one much indebted to the two far better theologians already introduced) my 
account of the change will be theological as well as autobiographical.  The shortcomings 
in both dimensions I beg the reader to forgive.  This mixed genre is not one in which I 
have had much practice, and lapses of memory or judgment, perhaps also of gratitude 
or charity, are sure to take their toll.  The task, in any case, is a difficult one:  to give an 
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account of oneself that is not unintelligible either to friends and acquaintances or to 
complete strangers, while speaking of that which far transcends oneself, since it touches 
on what Zizioulas calls the ecclesial hypostasis and hence on the church itself.  
Indulgences will be required, and I assume that one who reads such a book will not be 
sparing of indulgences, even for the sometimes self-indulgent.  

 

 

 

In 1988, when I disembarked from the plane that had carried me to London, I was 
bedraggled inwardly as well as outwardly.  Truth be told, I was emotionally exhausted 
and hardly ready to begin a new life in a city I had never even visited.  In London, the 
infused corpuscles of myriad peoples pulse through ancient Anglo-Saxon arteries, 
mixing in unpredictable ways with the now dwindling native supply.  In London, one 
might very well meet a quick-witted English dissenter, with a working-class 
background but an Oxford education, standing side-by-side with a grave and 
thoughtful and rather shy Greek archbishop, ambassador of the Ecumenical Patriarch, 
talking theology.  But the cross around my neck was a tangible link to the tightly knit 
circle of fellowship from which I had only the day before been prised.  There, in that 
British Columbian valley, where I was born, the only ancient arteries are clefts in the 
rugged hills.  And, of course, Lake Okanagan, which winds some ninety miles north to 
south, filling that dry countryside with water and tinting its hills with the delicate but 
invigorating light that reflects from its surface.  In its depths, the serpent-like Ogopogo, 
the lake demon called by the natives n'ha-a-itk, is still said to swim.    

 A far more ancient and less benign serpent had found its way into the Anglican 
Diocese of Kootenay, or so it appeared to those of us who for the past two years had 
been engaged in an agonizing struggle for the soul of that diocese, itself barely a 
century old.  I cannot say very much about the form in which it came, except that its 
effects were common enough:  a failure of integrity in the highest places; clergy 
corrupted by scandal and fear; laity divided and adrift; dwindling numbers in the pews, 
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the registers, and the financial ledgers.  A spark of revival glowed in the heat on the 
west side of the lake, threatening a gospel brush fire, but it was quickly dashed by 
buckets of water hurled at it by seasoned diocesan hands.  In a kitchen in Kelowna a 
retired Canadian primate sat with us, acting as ambassador for his successor in far-off 
Toronto, brokering a peace that, if not exactly a godly peace, would at least avert the 
kind of peace that only lawyers can bring.   There was an exorcism of sorts, but healing 
and restoration there was not, prayer and fasting and self-examination 
notwithstanding.  For the Diocese of Kootenay was but a local widening in a river of 
faith that had crossed the country, east to west, in the days of the British pioneers, but 
flowed now, theologically speaking, to a foreign sea.  That was not entirely obvious to 
me at the time, however, for reasons that may become clearer if I tell a bit more of my 
story.   

I was raised in a Protestant home, of mixed English and Scottish stock.1  On both 
sides the family had for some time been Baptist by persuasion.  I asked for baptism at 
age eight, after we moved to Cranbrook from Summerland, and was immersed in the 
waters under the dais of the First Baptist Church in that town.  Much later, after college 
and seminary training in evangelical institutions in Manitoba and Indiana, respectively, 
I briefly considered ordination to ministry in the Christian and Missionary Alliance.  
Having received a call to become an associate at a prominent Vancouver church, I 
withdrew by motorcycle into the mountains of Montana to reflect.   

It had been a curious experience.  When I sat for my interview among the 
twenty-four elders, the first question was, “Why do you wear a beard?”  I explained 
that I was actually a Hutterite, which at least satisfied them that seminary (a seminary 
of the Grace Brethren, not the Hutterite Brethren) hadn’t destroyed my sense of 
humour.  From there the elders and I got on fine, though the senior pastor made clear 
afterwards that the beard would have to go.  I suppose his ecumenical instincts didn’t 
extend as far as Hutterites.  Anyway, as I lay under a full moon on the mountainside, 
                                                
1 On my mother’s side I am part Matheson, from Skye, and part Nelson; this is probably sufficient to 
account for my peculiarities.  On my father’s side, the family hails from Norfolk and Suffolk, coming to 
Canada from London in the 19th C. The obituary of my great, great grandmother, Sara Jane Farrow, 
claims that she was the first white woman in the Bruce Peninsula. 
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high in grizzly country – starting, I confess, throughout the night at every low grunt or 
snuffle of friendlier beasts – I knew that that was not the place for me.  I don’t mean 
Vancouver, that glistening gem set between mountains and sea, for Vancouver is 
exactly where I went.  But I went to Regent College to resume my theological studies, 
and to prepare myself for the doctoral work that would take me eventually to London. 

 It was at Regent that I encountered the renowned evangelical Anglican, J. I. 
Packer, who supervised my work on Oscar Cullmann.  There also that I studied with 
visiting professors Anthony Thiselton, N. T. Wright, and J. B. Torrance, and spent a 
very lively week in the company of T. F. Torrance.  At Regent, lectures and readings in 
theology, philosophy, literature, hermeneutics and history opened me to a much wider 
world of scholarship, and to a wider conception of Christianity.  It also prepared me, if 
somewhat haphazardly, for what I afterwards found at the parish of St George’s, 
Westbank, pastored then by the Reverend John Briscall – namely, a parish life ordered 
and nourished by the eucharistic liturgy and alive with the joy of the Holy Spirit.  St 
George’s was where that spark was glowing and the gospel brush fire threatening to 
break out. 

My evangelical Protestant upbringing had been very rich in its way.  It was full 
of scripture and song, evangelism and missions, fellowship and prayer.  If there was an 
element of sectarian presumption (even Regent was not free of that) and some earnest 
silliness too, there was more fundamentally the humility and sobriety that come from 
taking seriously the urging of St Peter that Christians should regard themselves as 
“aliens and exiles,” as members of a religious diaspora that must last until the parousia.  
There was also, of course, a certain anti-Catholic instinct – not, in this case, of the ethnic 
or cultural variety but of the theological.  Catholics believed in salvation by works and 
thus sinned against grace; they practiced superstitious rituals and discouraged personal 
interest in the scriptures; in short, they were in need of conversion.   Even baptism they 
obviously did not understand, since they baptized babies, as if to inoculate them against 
any eventual conversion.   

 During the second war, when my father was stationed in the Gaspé, my mother 
gave birth to my eldest sibling.  Helen was not only Bryce and Kay’s first baby; she was 
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the first Protestant baby (if an unbaptized baby can be Protestant) to be born in that 
region.  The hospital nuns were very kind, but since she was not to be baptized, they 
did not know how to register her birth.  Having made enquiry with the central 
authorities, they were instructed to open a new record book just for her. My parents, I 
believe, were impressed with the treatment they received.  Not long after, mind you, 
my mother’s brother, an enthusiastic Baptist of a Calvinist persuasion, having returned 
wounded from Italy, decided to do some itinerate preaching in Québec.  (Even bullets 
couldn’t put holes in the spirit of the irrepressible Reverend Lorne Matheson!)  He was 
arrested and briefly imprisoned for his troubles, reinforcing the notion in our family 

that Catholic cultures were not after all entirely accommodating of Protestants. 2  

My own experience with Catholicism began inauspiciously.  Though a layman, I 
had been invited to serve as secretary to the Cranbrook Ministerial Association in view 

of an ecumenical educational enterprise I was leading. 3  I soon found myself in the 
sitting room of one of the local Catholic pastors: a very talented priest, with a thriving 
parish; a musical man who was also a school principal.  No doubt I told him that I had 
visited a few Catholic schools in the mid-seventies, when I was working on the prairies 
with the “gospel rock” band, Brotherlove.  Fr Buckley tested me by showing me some 
Chick tracts, imported from California, that an anti-Catholic zealot had been handing 
out in the parish.  (Folk who aren’t familiar with Chick Publications have been leading a 
sheltered life, and may not know, for example, about Alberto Rivera’s claims that the 
Catholic Church created Islam and conspired to bring about the Russian Revolution, the 

Holocaust, etc.  Rivera was featured in several of Jack Chick’s comic books.) 4  Naturally 
this scandalized Fr Buckley.  But his parish, unfortunately, and the whole region, would 

                                                
2 The Jehovah’s Witnesses, of course, had already put the Catholic authorities on edge. 
3  To my partners in that enterprise I dedicated my first book, The Word of Truth and Disputes about Words, 
on which I was working at the time, while also trying to write my thesis on Cullmann.  The over-heavy 
use of capitalization in that book betrays the spell cast on me by T. F. Torrance. 
4 I haven’t followed Jack Chick’s career, but I wonder whether he is working these days with the folk 
who produce manuals for Québec’s new Ethics and Religious Culture programme, some of which offer 
anti-Catholic comics and cartoons that remind me of nothing more than a Chick tract! 
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shortly be scandalized in an incomparably deeper way, when in 1989 he was convicted 
and jailed for a multitude of sexual abuse offences.   

 Just as one does not judge Protestantism by the rabid anti-Catholicism of Jack 
Chick, however, or Catholicism by the virulent anti-Semitism one finds on the web 
pages of Christusrex,  one should not judge either by the sexual abuse crisis that is still 
unfolding, which is by no means confined to Christian contexts.  One should indeed be 
scandalized, horrified, and driven to one’s knees in prayer.  Yet one should not be 
entirely surprised.  For truth attracts lies, and stumbling blocks must come.  Moreover 
there is today, on a multitude of fronts, and behind the lines in the church itself, an 
assault on everything that witnesses, or ought to witness, to “the Father from whom 
every family in heaven and on earth is named.” 

At the time I didn’t know much about the sexual abuse crisis, of course, and 
remarkably little about the Catholic Church.  I was suspicious of sectarianism, however, 
about which I knew rather more, and at Regent I had learned to be interested in the 
sacraments.  Curiously, it took a visiting Scottish Presbyterian professor to pique my 
interest.  James Torrance (whose son, Alan, would later become a colleague and close 
friend when I taught at King’s) was lecturing at Regent in the summer of 1984 and I was 
his teaching assistant.  He had studied with Cullmann, on whose christology I was 
working, and had translated Early Christian Worship into English.  His passion for a 
theology nurtured by and for authentic Christian worship was palpable.  So was his 
passion for a theology that could nurture human community, in the city of man as well 
as the city of God, without being commandeered by the devil (as had Dutch Calvinism 
in South Africa, for example).   

After one of Professor Torrance’s lectures on the sacraments, in which he had 
criticized the notion that baptism and the eucharist were merely responses to grace – 
expressions and “badges” of our faith – rather than acts of grace, I had my first catholic 
moment, so to say, without yet understanding what was happening.  That is, I had my 
first inkling that a firm belief in the priority of grace did not entail the sacramental 
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nominalism on which I had been raised, but rather repudiated it. 5  So dumbfounded 
was I by the thought that God, rather than man, might after all be the primary agent in 
the sacraments, that I put the question directly to Professor Torrance the next time I saw 
him.  The question, as I recall, was rather crudely framed:  “Do you mean to say that 
God himself actually does something in the consecration of the bread and wine?”  To my 
surprise, he did not answer me.  He said nothing at all, perhaps thinking me rather 
duller than he had hoped – or, just possibly, realizing that he had started something 
best left to another Teacher.   

 

 

 

In the autumn of that year John Paul II came to Canada as Vicar of Christ (a title I still 
assumed, in good Protestant fashion, to designate an office that did not exist, though I 
wanted no part with the placard-carrying Paisley types).  Back in Cranbrook, I watched 
and listened as he preached on television from the Big O in Montreal, and thought to 
myself that I had not heard, in a very long while, a sermon as centred on Christ as the 
one he preached to the youth who were gathered there.  “I wish to speak to you about 
the light of Christ, because it is as a witness of the Redeemer that I have come before 
you…”  (Most Protestant sermons, whether liberal or conservative, are about you and 
me, or someone the preacher mistakes for you or me, rather than about Jesus; 
unfortunately this can be said of most Catholic sermons too.)  At the time I had no idea 
that twenty-one years on I would be sitting in front of a television set in Montreal, 
watching the vigil in St Peter’s Square during John Paul II’s final moments, as a newly-
confirmed Catholic who felt himself deeply indebted to the man.  I was not yet an 
Anglican, though I soon would be.   

I had begun reading Karl Barth at seminary, and was now taking Barth in large 
doses. At the same time, however, I was moving in the direction of the Torrance 
                                                
5 By this expression I do not mean a nominalist account of transubstantiation, for example, but any 
approach that denies an objective (extra-mental) relation between the sign and the thing signified. 
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brothers on the sacraments, which was the opposite direction from that of Barth 
himself.  T. F. Torrance, who headed the team responsible for the English translation of 
the Church Dogmatics, had discouraged Barth from publishing the last fragments 
thereof, which reveal his Zwinglian and indeed his Baptistic drift, placing even baptism 
under the rubric of ethics – something we do in response to the gospel, rather than 
something God does in effecting the gospel.  I had begun asking my Baptist brethren – 
aspiring theologians have bad habits like this – how it was that they called themselves 
Baptists.   If baptism doesn’t save, but merely attests to salvation, why make such a big 
deal of it?  If so many heroes of the faith, even Protestant heroes like Luther and Calvin, 
were never really baptized, having received only the rite of infant baptism (which was 
no baptism at all), what need had a Christian of baptism?  It might be a good thing but 
hardly a necessary thing. 

 The ecclesiological implications were not yet fully obvious to me, but I began to 
intuit something, at least, of the relation between sacramental grace and holy orders: 
that the latter belongs to the former and that order in the church, being itself a form of 
grace, does not ascend from below except that it first descend from above.   But this in 
turn raised the question of history; that is, of the relation between the institutional 
character of the church (its longitude, if you please) and its pneumatological and 
eucharistic constitution in the present (its latitude). The church needed to be located 
theologically on this grid, as Zizioulas argued in Being as Communion.  If the Roman 
church tended to neglect latitude, as Zizioulas thought, its Protestant offshoots had 
trouble even with longitude.   

About this time I returned to the Okanagan to teach at a small evangelical bible 

college. 6   My first assignments were in church history and the history of western 
civilization.  I found it necessary to inform my students that the great gap theory, as I 
called it, would not be the operative assumption.  The church had not come into 
existence with the apostles, faded with the fathers, and been restored in the 
Reformation (whether the ‘magisterial’ or the ‘radical’ Reformation).  The problem of 
                                                
6 The Okanagan Bible College, at which I taught from 1986-1988, no longer exists, but I take no 
responsibility for that. 
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history would have to be taken much more seriously than that, and so would the 
problem of ontology – the problem of the being and nature of the church. 

 What was at first a theoretical issue became an experiential one when I 
encountered the presence of God in the weekly eucharistic celebrations at St George’s, 
which I had occasion to visit.    This experience was quite unexpected and profoundly 
moving, as even non-Christian visitors sometimes attested.  It brought home to me the 

difference between the non-sacramental worship 7 to which I was accustomed and the   
richness of the tradition.  Not only was the latter’s liturgy of the word thicker and more 
substantial, feeding the mind on the old covenant and the new, its eucharistic rite held 
out the Bread of Life even to one’s hands and one’s lips, while the Spirit united the one 
body under one head. 

 There were other places in Kelowna where the Spirit, which blows where it wills, 
was evidently at work, as I knew from my students, some of whom were having 
experiences commonly called charismatic.  Experiences vary, of course, and must be 
interpreted, just as prophecies must be tested.  It seemed to me that Anglicanism 
offered a framework for interpretation that was at once attentive to what the Spirit had 
taught the church over the centuries (longitude again) and open to what the Spirit 
might teach the church here and now (latitude again).  I was not certain how to 
interpret some of the charismatic phenomena that presented themselves inside and 
outside of Anglican circles; nor was I certain about many points of ecclesiology or 
sacramental theology, for example.  But the problem of unity was pressing itself upon 
me more than the problem of certainty.  The Spirit may blow where and as it wills, but 
it remains the Spirit of unity; the breath of God does not blow apart the churches or the 
brethren.  It was the problem of unity, not of certainty, that pushed me to consider 
making, not merely the parish of St George’s, but the Diocese of Kootenay – though I 
knew it to be in a very sorry state – my ecclesial home; that is, to ask for the sacrament 
of confirmation and to be received into the Anglican communion.   At that time I 
                                                
7 I do not say non-liturgical, for even as a child I had noticed how church meetings of every stripe had 
predictable forms and patterns of language.  I used to count the number of times my first pastor in the 
Christian and Missionary Alliance would say “this morning hour,” for example; if memory serves he 
managed a total in the twenties on one occasion. 
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believed the Anglican communion not only to have adopted a via media in its liturgy, 
doctrine, and discipline, but to represent a via media ecumenically: to be a bridge 
between Catholicism and Protestantism and, as such, an avenue and impetus to unity, 

the unity of the Spirit. 8   

I was confirmed and received in the midst of the tempest that was rising in the 
territorially vast teapot that was Kootenay.  When that tempest had nearly abated, 
though its wreckage was still being strewn on both sides of the valley, I departed for 
England to take up my scholarship at King’s.  I arrived a few weeks later than I’d hoped 
and in the spent state already described.  A fellow student who lived in Islington – a 
good-hearted Glaswegian to whom Professor Gunton had introduced me – took me in.  
A couple of days later I went up to Oxford to visit the Wright family.  Their familiar 
faces notwithstanding, I felt rather lost and bewildered, like Paul and friends must have 
felt that first night on Malta.  I found myself out in a dark meadow, warming myself 
with mulled wine, as near as I could stand to the blazing fire.  It was Guy Fawkes 
Night. 

 
 

 

Settling in at King’s, I commenced my thesis research under Colin Gunton, to whom 
Tony Thiselton had directed me when I began making enquiries about doctoral work.  
Colin, who died the year The Da Vinci Code was published, would have been amused to 
discover that the solution to the protagonist’s puzzle was worked out in the King’s 
College Research Institute in Systematic Theology, which Dan Brown apparently 
thought esoteric enough to incorporate into his best-seller (though in one of his lesser 
liberties with history he lodged it in much swankier Westminster quarters than King’s 
could provide).   Colin was the founder and the heart and soul of the Institute.  That 
was the place to do systematic theology in those days, at least in Britain, if you believed 
that theology was just as vital to the twentieth century as to the fourth, and that it could 
                                                
8 I was blissfully ignorant of Newman’s invention and subsequent repudiation of this myth. 
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still build on what had been achieved in the fourth.  At the Society for the Study of 
Theology, which Colin had helped to revitalize, certain wags took to referring to 
students of his (among them myself and my Scottish friend, Graham McFarlane) as 
Gunton’s Gurkhas.  We were all deep into Barth, of course, who had done more than 
anyone else to shake Protestant theology from its slumbers – Catholic theology, too, 
owed him a great debt, as the Vatican itself recognized – but we were deep into many 
other sources of inspiration as well.   For me it was St Irenaeus, in whom I found, at the 
very roots of church dogmatics, a treasure trove of theological insight and a theological 

mind that was catholic before anyone quite knew what it meant to be catholic. 9    

 I was tutoring undergraduates in Barth, however, not in Irenaeus, when 
providentially something appeared from under the Californian sun, via Woldingham in 
Surrey – a Catholic boarding school for girls – that would change my life.  Anna Susan 
Domini Whelan turned out to be the “one quite bright American” whom Colin had 
indicated would complete the seminar group, and before too long we were discussing 
things other than Barth.  Our first date, as I recall, was for an Advent carol service at 
Southwark Cathedral.  A couple of years later, after she had returned to the States and I 
to Canada to continue writing up my thesis, we became engaged.  We were married in 
the summer of 1992 at St Rita’s, a retreat centre near Gold Hill in Oregon, run at the 
time by her uncle, Fr Tom Whelan, an Augustinian priest.  Fr William Springer, a priest 
from San Diego de Alcala, the mission that prides itself on being “the birthplace of 
Christianity in the far West,” prepared us for that event and gave the homily, entitled 
Mi casa es su casa.  Though I was not yet a Catholic – my own pastor from St George’s, 
the Reverend John Briscall, assisted at the liturgy – I received communion at the Mass 
within which our marriage took place.   In the far West certain provisions of the Second 
Vatican Council for separated brethren who find themselves in remote places have 
sometimes been generously interpreted.  Mi casa es su casa.   

                                                
9 “The church, having received this preaching and this faith, although scattered throughout the world, 
yet, as if occupying but one house, carefully preserves it” (Against heresies 1.10.2).  It not only preserves it, 
however, but as Irenaeus’s own work makes clear, it brings forth from it treasures both new and old.  The 
discovery of Irenaeus was an important turning point for me, as anyone who reads the third chapter of 
Ascension and Ecclesia might guess.  
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 At that time inter-marriage between Anglicans and Catholics was regarded, with 
ecumenical optimism, as creating a bridge between the two communions in the form of 
the domestic church.  That is certainly how we saw it ourselves.  Such bridges were not 
without their obstacles, of course, but my parents-in-law (very devout Catholics) were 
not among them.  Vincent, who served as legal advisor to the bishop of San Diego, 
welcomed me both as a son-in-law and as a young theologian with “traditional” 
instincts, and took a lively interest in my work, as did Barbara.  This was of great 
encouragement to me.  Even vigorous debate with a family friend, Fr Vincent Martin, at 
St Andrew’s Abbey in Valyermo – where I appeared perhaps a little too traditional for 
Fr Vincent, whose years at the Tantur Ecumenical Institute and whose work in Jewish-
Christian dialogue had led him to search for ways of understanding Jesus and the 
Church with which I could not entirely agree – did not dampen my father-in-law’s 
enthusiasm for my work or for that of those who had influenced me, including Colin 
Gunton and Tom Wright.   

Anna and I spent the first two years of our marriage at Regent College, where I 
taught a rather controversial course in ecclesiology and eschatology that took the 
eucharist as its systematic centre, and continued work on my dissertation.  She did an 
M.A. degree with a thesis (under Eugene Peterson’s direction) on the Holy Saturday 
motif in the spirituality of Hans Urs von Balthasar.  Then in 1994 we returned to 
England after I was offered a lectureship in theology back at King’s College.   

Those years were mainly Anglican years, though we had some Catholic friends.  
We lived at first in a rectory in Sutton during an interregnum at the parish of St 
Nicholas, which I served as a lay reader.  (The priest in charge, and the rector eventually 
appointed, were both faithful women.)  Two children were born to us there, after we 
moved to a nearby flat, and both were baptized in an Anglican context.  At one point 
we contemplated moving away from the city, and drove far into the countryside to look 
at the family home of a Catholic priest who wished it to have lodgers.  The place had a 
“priest hole,” and the family memory of persecution was evident still in the priest 
himself, though he and it seemed all very foreign to me.   
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By now I knew rather more about the world of Anglicanism, however – or at 

least about Anglicanism in the Anglosphere – and doubts about its direction were 
beginning to grow.  My interest in Orthodoxy and in Catholicism was growing too, but 
I was yet a long way from serious thoughts of converting.  As for England, we had a 
mind to remain there permanently, it and the rest of the British Isles being much to our 
liking.  But with both our families in North America, and my post not yet being 
permanent, we occasionally entertained thoughts of crossing the Atlantic again.  In the 
autumn of 1997 a post in theology came open at McGill and I put in for it.  When I was 
offered it, we made hasty preparations for departure.  I sometimes fancy that we were 
just in time.   In Blair’s Britain what Guy Fawkes had witnessed only in his dreams, 
before he leapt from the gallows, was actually taking place:  the slow-motion 
destruction of Westminster and everything it once stood for.  That Tony Blair, in recent 

days and for his own reasons, also became a Catholic, I think of as a grand irony. 10  

 

 

 

Landing in Montreal on the eve of the great ice storm of January 1998, I noticed the odd 
fluctuations of temperature as the plane descended.  Soon the transmission towers were 
buckling and the tree branches crashing down.  My first lectures at McGill were written 
by candlelight, without benefit of electricity. But I was glad to be back in Canada, and in 
the most European corner of Canada, where traces of Paris, London, Glasgow and 
Edinburgh could be found side by side on the city streets.   

This part of the country was new to me, however; neither Anna nor I had set foot 
in Montreal before.  We were immediately befriended by a fine Anglican priest from St 
George’s, Place du Canada, the Reverend Brett Cane.  I took up my post at McGill as a 
parishioner of St George’s, which we continued to attend after moving to Baie d’Urfe in 
the West Island.  Among members of the Faculty of Religious Studies, Anglicanism was 

                                                
10 Fawkes was himself a convert, of course. 
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the best represented form of Christianity or any other religion.   But I was now, for the 
first time, in territory that was Catholic both historically and culturally.  It would be 
some time before I would have occasion to read Leo XIII’s Affari vos (the only papal 
encyclical to be addressed specifically to Canadians) but I had come to a land to which 
it could indeed be said that “the love of the Catholic Church stood by the cradle of your 

State” 11 – a fact not wholly forgotten in Québec, even by those who wish to forget it.    

Gradually I began to make Catholic friends (Professor David Williams and Dr 
Daniel Cere among them) and to attend more Catholic liturgies, but only gradually.  At 
the same time, my work on the doctrine of the ascension had begun to turn my 
attention to church-state issues and to questions about the nature of political authority.  
In the first year of the new millennium I began planning a conference in Pluralism, 
Religion and Public Policy, the execution of which engaged me more heavily with 

Catholic (as well as Orthodox and Jewish) friends and colleagues. 12  The conference, 
held in October 2002, grew out of a Faculty discussion about possible guest lecturers 
from which the name of Fr Richard John Neuhaus emerged.  I volunteered to contact 
him and things took off from there.  Fr Richard came, and his Beatty lecture was one of 
several conference highlights.  It was not uncontroversial, of course, but the confident 
treatment of his topic, “Liberal Democracy and Acts of Faith,” in his rich baritone voice 
and measured cadences, seemed to elicit from the heavily Catholic audience that 
evening a palpable sense of relief that it was possible to speak confidently in the public 
square as a Catholic.  Claude Ryan, who gave a thoughtful address in the opening 
session of the conference – one of his last public appearances – also made an 
impression. 

If I continued to draw on Anglican resources intellectually (including in 
particular the work of Oliver O’Donovan) it was increasingly in Catholic circles that I 
now discovered interesting examples of a publicly engaged Christianity.  My 

                                                
11 Affari vos (On the Manitoba School Question, 1897) §1.  Leo had Québec  especially in mind, and the 
civilizing work of Bishop Laval in particular. 
12 Among new Catholic friends was Iain Benson, founding director of the Centre for Cultural Renewal, 
who became a partner in the arrangements.  
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collaboration and friendship with Daniel Cere, who at the time was still director of the 
Newman Centre, was developing.  His patient and generous spirit, his intellectual 
curiosity and measured judgments, combined with the personal influence of Anna and 
her family to give me a deepening sense of the possibility of being Catholic.  That was 
not something I was directly contemplating as yet, but another door was about to open.  
At dinner one evening during the conference, Fr Richard, who had just penned a very 
positive review of Ascension and Ecclesia for the next issue of First Things, remarked that 
I’d been rather hard on the mediaeval church and on its mariology in particular.  I 

replied that I hoped some day to offer a more constructive treatment of mariology. 13  
Not long afterwards he invited me to participate in the Dulles colloquium.   The Dulles 
colloquium (named for Avery Cardinal Dulles, who himself attended until shortly 
before his death) comprises an interesting mix of theologians, philosophers, historians, 
legal scholars, etc. – Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, and Jewish – who meet periodically 
to discuss books and papers and topics of theological interest.  There I encountered the 
sort of thing that I had missed since leaving the King’s Institute, but with a Catholic 
breadth and a Catholic centre of gravity.  As Fr Richard had no doubt calculated, I not 
only felt the pull but also became friends with others who were feeling it.  In due 

course, several of us would convert.14 

 My course as an Anglican was not yet run, however, and I had things Anglican 
on my mind.  Or rather I had things Canadian on my mind.  The world-wide Anglican 
communion was by now riven with strife over same-sex blessings, but Canada – at the 
behest of an Ontario court – had embarked on the path to something called same-sex 
marriage.  Cere and I were among those who realized that this was an affair of far 
deeper consequence for our country than was commonly thought, and we were soon at 
work with other colleagues on the Divorcing Marriage book.  We had decided to tackle 
the issue on political, legal and sociological grounds, rather than theological ones, and 
this occupied a great deal of our attention.   But of course it did have theological 
                                                
13 A promissory note partly redeemed in my forthcoming book, Ascension Theology. 
14 In particular, R. R. Reno, Bruce Marshall and myself.  Cf. Jason Byassee, “Going Catholic,” The 
Christian Century, 22 August 2006, though he does not develop that connection. 
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dimensions, and I naturally continued to think about these in the context of 
Anglicanism.  Eventually I was forced to think about Anglicanism itself in this context, 
as I will try to explain. 

 

 

 

The Anglican communion was in visible decline in Britain and North America.  Its 
decline was theological, liturgical, political and numerical, a decline of cogency and 
even of common sense.  One could see it in eminent persons (Desmond Tutu comes to 
mind) and in obscure or not so obscure places, from the Diocese of Kootenay to the 
Diocese of London.  Archbishop Tutu I did not know personally, but I recall being at a 
eucharist he celebrated during a church rally while I was still a student at King’s.  
Clouds of incense filled the cathedral before our great march through the streets of 
Portsmouth.  Tutu didn’t march, though he no doubt waved to us as he flew off in his 
helicopter for God knows where.  The next day the headline in the paper read, “Clerics 
paralyze Portsmouth.”  I thought that rather funny.  Not that I’d expected Tutu to stick 
around and heal people, but clerics were not meant to paralyze.  And now, a decade 
and a half later, it seemed that the Anglican communion itself was paralyzed.     

 The presenting symptom of the disease that was paralyzing it was the same that 
had appeared when the Church of England came into existence:  a dispute over the 
sacrament of marriage.   King Henry had resolved the dispute about his own marriage 
by taking authority over the sacrament itself, or rather by taking authority over the 
church whose sacrament it was.  In Canada the government of Jean Chrétien, though all 
but paralyzed by its shrinking number of seats in the House – ironically, it was a 
prominent opponent of same-sex marriage who propped up his government at the 
eleventh hour just long enough for it to pass Bill C-38, but that’s another story – was 
completing the task Henry had begun.  A Catholic prime minister and his Jewish 
Minister of Justice, with the blessing of the Supreme Court of Canada, were making 
marriage a mere creature of the State.  And Anglicans, who better than anyone else 
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ought to have understood what was happening, were a decade or more behind the 

curve and convulsing themselves over same-sex blessings. 15   

 While C-38 was still in gestation, the Anglican Church of Canada convened its 
2004 General Synod under the chairmanship of the new Bishop of Kootenay.  Watching 
on the web, I was moved to write a response, which was published on 6 June by the 

Anglican Communion Institute.  Its title was “Different Gods.” 16 In it I expounded the 
relevance of the 1934 Barmen Declaration to the situation created by the passage of 
Resolution A-134, which affirmed “the integrity and sanctity of committed same-sex 
relationships.”  What I objected to in that resolution was not so much its anthropology 
or its sexual ethic as its soteriology, which was essentially self-referential.  
“Commitment” already implied integrity and even sanctity; for that no act of God was 
necessary, apparently, only an act of man.  This was Pelagianism of the first order, 
albeit with a much-diminished element of the asceticism Pelagius himself advocated.  I 
was beginning to see that Pelagianism had become a Protestant pandemic, which no 
application of the principles of sola gratia and sola fide and sola scriptura seemed capable 
of stemming.  Indeed, I was beginning to wonder whether the latter two slogans, which 
the Catholic Church has always claimed to be false, necessarily undercut the former, 
which the Catholic Church believes to be true.  Perhaps it was of the nature of 
Protestantism to be self-referential.  What was it Luther was supposed to have said – 
“Here I stand, I can do no other”? 

Later that summer I was invited to speak to a national conference of Anglicans 
opposed to same-sex blessings, a kind of counter-synod held in Ottawa under the rubric 
“The Way Forward.”  One of the organizers was our good friend, Brett Cane, who by 
now had moved to a parish in Winnipeg.  Regrettably, I have to say that The Way 
Forward was for me the beginning of the way out.  Recalling how Colin Gunton had 
returned to London speaking of a status confessionis, after he had addressed a similar 

                                                
15 Bill C-38, The Civil Marriage Act, received royal assent on 20 July 2005. It states that “Marriage, for civil 
purposes, is the lawful union of two persons to the exclusion of all others.”  I have written more about 
these things in Nation of Bastards, the epilogue of which addresses the Anglican dilemma.   
16 The text is available at http://www.virtueonline.org/portal/modules/news/article.php?storyid=926. 
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conference held by the United Church of Canada some years earlier, I followed up 

“Different Gods” with a speech entitled “Ecclesial Existence Today.” 17  In “Different 
Gods” I had concluded by quoting Barth, who drafted the Barmen Declaration.  

It is time to face reality.  I for one find myself, post General Synod 2004, utterly divided 
from the Anglican Church of Canada in its present form.  Utterly divided not over issues 
of sexuality, as some vainly imagine, but over something much more serious, as the 
primates of the global south have recognized.  To those responsible for this situation, it is 
time to say:  ‘We have different beliefs, different spirits and different Gods.’ 

 

In “Ecclesial Existence Today” I again drew on Barth, for if there is an antidote to 
Pelagianism to be found in Protestantism, where better to look for it?  Barth had 
recognized, even among those who resisted the incursion of National Socialism into 
church life, a temptation to seek salvation in church politics rather than in Jesus Christ.  
The same temptation, I believed, now faced Anglicanism: 

What is at stake in our own church crisis is not mere formal independence from a body 
we regard as having lost the authority of the gospel, or from bishops who no longer 
proclaim the gospel.  What is at stake is material dependence on “the one Word of God 
whom we have to hear, and whom we have to trust and obey, in life and in death” 
(Barmen).  It is quite possible to establish, as we must, some measure of formal 
independence from, or even to sever all ties with, General Synod; to set up a network of 
confessing churches and to hope that the wider Anglican communion will recognize this 
network as its true partner in Canada.  But we could do all of that without taking a single 
step nearer to what we are called to be, namely, the church of Jesus Christ.  In fact, we 
could expend so much energy doing it that we actually lose track of our ecclesial vocation 
to share in the mission and ministry of Christ.  And we could end up – let us heed the 
warning voices! – no more than a self-appointed chaplain to socially conservative culture, 
in much the same way that the Anglican Church of Canada is today no more than an 
aspiring chaplain to so-called progressive or “liberal” culture. 
 

But there was little appetite, it seemed, for anything more than a merely political 
solution to what was at bottom a spiritual problem.  A pre-conceived plan for political 
realignment was hastily modified to accommodate virtually every degree of 
compromise.  Though the plan adhered to no obvious evangelical principle, and lacked 
even strategic coherence, it was presented to the assembly and summarily adopted.   
                                                
17  The text is available at http://www.virtueonline.org/portal/modules/news/print.php?storyid=1246. 
Its title is adapted from Barth’s famous book, Theological Existence Today! 
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 I had set out my own view in words that to some, perhaps, were 
incomprehensible, and to others simply impractical.  They pointed, however, to 
something indispensable to any authentically ecclesial way forward, namely, a 
consideration of the whole body of Christ: 

It is right that we should renew our own devotion to Christian unity. Ecclesial existence 
today, in the face of local and even national apostasy, may indeed mean to become more 
authentically Anglican than we have been hitherto, through greater faithfulness both to 
the scriptures and to the Book of Common Prayer. It may mean binding ourselves 
together in renewed commitment to the same, even to the breaking of fellowship with 
those who have set aside the divine authority of the one and the rightful governance of 
the other.  But if the unity we seek is a unity of the gospel, if it is a unity authentically 
Christian – a unity in Christ and in the Holy Spirit – then it cannot be a merely Anglican 
unity.  This is a time of reckoning for us all. How far does our devotion to Christian unity 
go, and how consistent is it? If we find warrant in the gospel for a realignment (to use the 
popular euphemism) within Anglicanism, may we not also find warrant for a realignment 
of Anglicanism? Of course, if Anglicanism is mere Protestantism such questions need not 
be asked.  Fragmentation is our doom.  But insofar as Anglicanism aspires, as in the 
Solemn Declaration, to being catholic and apostolic – a portion of the one church 
dedicated to the recovery of ecclesial unity – they are crucial.  The ecumenical 
implications of decisions about reconfiguration will have to be considered very carefully, 
together with the whole business of Anglicanism’s raison d’être.  Anglicanism, at its best, 
was the best reform movement the sixteenth century could muster.  At its worst it was 
mere Protestantism, not to say a detour into rank Erastianism. Humbled by the fact that it 
now finds itself a fractured communion, riddled – and not only in the west – with forms 
of cultural syncretism and political servitude as egregious as any Rome and Orthodoxy 
have seen, perhaps it is time for Anglicanism to pursue, not its own unity, so much as that 
of the church. 

 

The course I was seeking was “a course that leads the faithful deeper into unity with all 
who hold to the Nicene faith and to the Christian way of life, and who respect episcopal 
order as far as possible under the conditions of a church seeking to overcome its historic 
divisions,” but a different course would be pursued.  I was not the only one to depart 
disappointed. 

 Things were moving quickly now.  At the passage of A-134 I had ceased to 
receive communion in the Anglican Church of Canada.  My family and I (there were 
seven of us now) had begun attending our Catholic parish church,  Corpus Christi in 
Senneville, where Anna at least was able to receive.  On 16 November 2004 I wrote to 
the rector of St George’s and advised him and the parish family – with sorrow, for we 
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had been involved there for some seven years – that I found it necessary to withdraw 
from membership. “When we were married,” I wrote, “we not only committed 
ourselves to bringing up our children in the Catholic faith but to being – both in our 
own family as a ‘domestic church’ and in the church as such – a part of the bridge 
between the Anglican and Roman Catholic communions.  In our part of the world, that 
is increasingly difficult to do, and we do not know how to do it any longer except by 
standing firm and refusing to drift with the Anglican Church of Canada.”  I also 
withdrew from formal responsibilities at the Anglican Diocesan Theological College 
and the Archbishop’s Theological Commission. 

 Things were moving quickly in the worldwide Anglican communion as well.   
The Windsor Report had been released on 18 October and I was reviewing it for First 

Things. 18  Two things struck me about the report that are germane here.   One was the 
tendency to regard communion in procedural terms and the other was the set of 
procedural adjustments by which it hoped to strengthen communion.   The Windsor 
Report called for more robust instruments of unity, almost Roman instruments:   the 
Archbishop of Canterbury as chief pastor and teacher, surrounded by a council of 
advice something like a curia, synods with universal authority, internationally 
recognized canon law, etc.  At the same time it demanded respect for diocesan 
boundaries and an end to “territorial invasions” by foreign or dissenting bishops.   This 
was Catholicism-lite, so to say, and  what was especially “lite” was the substance of the 
catholic faith; for there was no basic agreement, either in the Windsor Report or on the 
ground, as to what that faith is.  That the report should make such recommendations, 
without even asking whether it was credible to reconceive Anglicanism in these global 
or universal terms, as a kind of shadow-Catholicism, was, as far as I could see, 
“theologically and ecumenically irresponsible.”  The good ship Anglican, I opined, 
would be well advised to put in at the nearest Roman harbor, pick up a copy of Ut 
unum sint, and attempt to reset its navigational equipment.   
                                                
18 The review appeared in the January 2005 issue under the title “Anglicanism runs aground.”  I am 
conscious now, as I was then – for I remained in conversation with Tom  Wright – that it is quite possible 
to put the report in a more favourable light; but it revealed to me, in a way that nothing else had, the 
contradiction at the heart of Anglicanism.    
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 That, at all events, was what I had determined to do myself.  I saw no way now 
to justify adherence to the local Anglican bishop (himself surely the product of a 
“territorial invasion”) over the Catholic bishop.  I knew all too well, of course, that more 
than a few Anglicans thought adherence to their bishop merely a matter of convenience, 
and that many, when push came to shove, would resort to congregationalism.  Indeed, 
several close friends had already done so.  But that was not something I could do.  
Congregationalism seemed to me to be inherently self-referential and more or less blind 
to the problem of church unity.  And did it not entail a falsification, if not actual 
abandonment, of the sacraments?  Neither, however, could I decide to become a 
Catholic merely as a refugee from Anglicanism, as if the Catholic Church were simply a 
charity of some sort.  My own navigational equipment, ecclesiologically speaking, 
would have to be reset. 

 

 

One of my many fond memories of Colin Gunton dates back to the 1989 conference of 
the Society for the Study of Theology, at Exeter College in Oxford, where we were 
listening to a paper on “Prayer and Theological Integrity” by Rowan Williams.  At one 
point he leaned over to me and whispered with a mischievous grin, “Just another Welsh 
pietist!”  Colin, alas, died suddenly just two months after Williams (pietist or not) 
became the 104th Archbishop of Canterbury, but I doubt that the appointment surprised 
him.  For his own part, Colin was a congregationalist, who served humbly as an 
associate minister in his beloved Brentwood United Reformed Church.  He was also a 
trinitarian theologian with a keen interest in the ontology of communion; hence his 
intellectual partnership with John Zizioulas.  Both men rejected individualism in all its 
varieties and were also wary of the exaggerated institutionalism that is individualism’s 
opposite pole.  Colin suspected Anglicanism of both sins.  Ecclesiologically, however, or 
at all events ecclesiastically, he and Zizioulas were themselves almost at opposite poles.  
I have already said that congregationalism was no more an option for me than the 
Anglicanism Colin had always doubted, and that I too now doubted.  But what, then, of 
Orthodoxy?  Might I, ought I, consider looking for a home among the Orthodox? 



 
Canadian Converts (Justin Press 2009) 59-109 

 

 
I recalled being with John of Pergamon that same year (1989) at St John the 

Baptist Monastery in Tolleshunt Knights.  So bewildered was I by the liturgical 
complexity of what was going on around me that I didn’t even notice him motioning 
me to come forward to receive the antidoron.  But bewilderment is a passing hindrance, 
and the wealth of the eastern liturgy, theology, iconography and spirituality beckoned.  
I also recalled being, much more recently, in an elevator at the Warwick in Houston 
with a couple of converts to Antiochian Orthodoxy, who were sharing in a seminar 

organized by my new friend, Professor Tristram Engelhardt Jr. 19  There was also a 
Catholic or two in the elevator, and the brief conversation went something like this:  
Said one of the Orthodox to one of the Catholics:  “It is true, is it not, that Rome 
recognizes Orthodox sacraments as valid?”  “Yes,” came the reply.  “And it is also true, 
is it not, that among the Orthodox there are serious doubts about Rome?“  The reply 
was again in the affirmative, though this time a little warier.  The conclusion that 
followed from these premises came as quickly as the floor on which the Catholics 
would gratefully retreat to their rooms:  “All things considered, then, wouldn’t it be 
safer to be Orthodox?”  

The conversation, though it lacked as a proselytization technique something not 
lacking at the patriarchal stavropegic monastery in Essex, didn’t stop me from sharing 
the antidoron that Sunday at St George Antiochian Orthodox Church in Houston.  
Neither did the ethnic factor  (exacerbated, some say, rather than ameliorated by the 
growing numbers of earnest American converts) prove decisive in my turning 
Romewards.  What prevented me from considering Orthodoxy more closely, its 
sacramental validity notwithstanding, was the same thing that would have prevented 
me from reverting to congregationalism even had it not lacked sacramental validity.  I 
mean the question of the Petrine ministry, which now impressed itself upon me as a 
very real and unavoidable problem. 

                                                
19  The topic of the seminar was “Early Reflections on the Dialectic of Freedom and Determination.” 
Cassian was offered as  an antidote to Augustine but by now (this was 2004) my appreciation of 
Augustine was waxing not waning.  Cassian I found unpersuasive.   
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 I had taken to heart John Paul II’s encyclical Ut unum sint, which revealed the 

burden that in a certain sense defined his pontificate. 20  I had begun examining the 
ecclesiology of the two Vatican councils.  I was convinced that Anglicanism was 
unconvincing, both historically and theologically, and that Orthodoxy, while 
profoundly compelling, could not by itself sustain the catholic unity for which the 
church, in the spirit of Christ’s own ‘high priestly’ prayer, longed.  I did not believe that 
the credal marks of the church were merely eschatological aspirations, as certain 
evangelical Protestants seemed to think; or that they had yet to be achieved by the 
march of progress, as many liberal Protestants fancied.  I did believe that I myself was 
responsible to act consistently with the prayer of Jesus and so to take up the challenge 
of Ut unum sint, and I saw no other way to do that, in my own circumstances, than to 
become a Catholic.   

Unless, of course, Catholicism were itself the problem.  If it were, then the 
problem lay either in the way the Petrine office had been conceived and exercised or in 
the very claim to such an office.  But if in the claim itself, then the great majority of 
Christians, past and present – including many non-Catholics – had been hoodwinked.  
Not to put too fine a point on it, the great gap theory was right after all.  Indeed, Jack 
Chick was right after all, and Ian Paisley too.  You can’t claim to be the vicar of Christ, if 
you’re not the vicar of Christ, without being an antichrist.  Peter, yes or no?  That was 
the question, and it was a question for every non-Catholic, myself included.  Paisley, by 
the way, I had once heard in a pub (on another subject) and he was not unimpressive.  
But even putting for Paisley the humblest of Protestants – who would certainly not 
describe the pope as antichrist – this was no contest.  It was not even a reasonable 
question.   That popes can and have behaved like antichrists is difficult to dispute.  The 
view that popes are antichrists, if held by a properly informed person, is schismatic 
sectarianism of the gravest sort.  

 Suppose, however, that the problem lay not in the claim itself but in the way the 
office was exercised.  I was sensitive to the Zizioulan critique of Latin ecclesiology, and I 
                                                
20 On commitment to Ecumenism (1995); cf. Richard John Neuhaus, Catholic Matters, p. 69.  See also my 
“Church, Ecumenism, and Eschatology” (chap. 19 in Jerry Walls, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Eschatology). 
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had not forgotten my own characteristically Protestant critique in Ascension and Ecclesia 
– even if I had turned that critique back on Protestantism itself before the book was 
done.  Was it not possible that the Petrine mandate, “feed my sheep, take care of my 
lambs,” had not only been neglected from time to time but misunderstood and 
misapplied?  And, if so, what then?  One still ought to recognize the shepherd and seek 
the unity of the sheepfold.  But could one do so, with integrity, as a sheep not quite 
shorn of its Protestant wool, or ought one to remain outside the fold, looking in, until 
convinced that the shepherd knew his business? 

 If all this sounds to my fellow Catholics impossibly hubristic, perhaps it was.  Or 
perhaps it was simply my own experience of the uncertainty of the “separated 
brethren”:  the uncertainty that arises whenever they remember, on the one hand, that 
they are separated and that they don’t want to be; and, on the other, that their 
separation, whether they be Orthodox or Protestant, was not entirely their own fault or 
their own doing, as the Catholic Church has acknowledged.   

 

 

  

I was entangled now on the horns of a dilemma, at once practical and theological.  On 
the practical level, I was an excommunicate Anglican:  disciplined not by a body 
apparently incapable of discipline, but by a self-imposed fast in a context where even 
the eucharist provided no definition to the body such as discipline requires.  I had gone 
so far as to accuse the Anglican Church of Canada of apostasy and of an antichristic 
spirit, but I did not wish to remain excommunicate, as Kierkegaard had when 

confronting the drift of his Danish church into a subtler kind of apostasy. 21  I was 
already engaged in a Catholic parish and asking myself why, when real food and drink 
were set before me, I was unable to partake.  The answer was not complicated.  I had 
not properly recognized (though I greatly respected) the Bishop of Rome, who presided 
                                                
21 Kierkegaard himself considered turning to Rome, but his circumstances were very different and he did 
not do so.  
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over the unity of the Catholic Church.   In sorrow and in hope, therefore, I was being 
disciplined by a body definite enough, and generous enough, to administer discipline.   

On the theological level, my dilemma was more complex, and I will try to spare 
the reader much of its complexity.  I must say something, however, in order to make 
plain the personal crisis into which I was now plunged by the problem of the Petrine 
ministry.  I acknowledged the existence of a Petrine ministry and its most obvious 
implications respecting the nature and development of the church, the relation of 
scripture and tradition, the proper goal of ecumenism, etc.   I understood that it had 
implications for how scripture was to be read and how theology ought to be done; that 
all these things were to be governed by a communion that was not merely notional but 
real, and not merely occasional but institutional.  I recognized that a magisterium 
existed and must be heeded.  But I had a problem.  I still had reservations about certain 
things taught by the magisterium.  Were I already a Catholic that problem – which is 
common enough! – would present itself differently.  Were I not a theologian the 
solution might be to plead ignorance or incompetence and leave the solution to others.  
But I was a theologian who wished to become a Catholic and I feared that I would be 
asked to confess what I could not (even allowing for a degree of ignorance) in good 
conscience confess.  For in the rite of reception the candidate says:  “I believe and 
profess all that the holy Catholic Church believes, teaches, and proclaims to be revealed 
by God.”   

 When Pico was charged with entertaining heretical ideas – remarkably few, in 
fact; only a baker’s dozen among the nine hundred theses he posted for debate in Rome 
were judged to be heretical – he retired to Florence.   Much as I would have liked to do 
that myself, it wasn’t an option.   I sought instead the counsel of two other converts, 
Richard Neuhaus and R. R. Reno, when we were together in New York.  With the latter, 
who had entered into communion with Rome only a couple of months earlier, I 
afterwards engaged in an extensive correspondence about my theological dilemma.   
Rusty gave as generously of his time as Fr Richard had of his whiskey.  We wrote back 
and forth, almost daily, about authority and infallibility, about assent and reservation, 
about first- and second-order dogma, about the impact of schism on the formation of 
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dogma, about the meaning of Lumen Gentium’s famous phrase, subsistit in, 22 about the 
potential effect of advances in under-developed areas of magisterial teaching – 
especially eschatology – on concepts like transubstantiation or on dogmas like the 
assumption of Mary.   We knew, of course, that this exchange was far from the ordinary 
course of events in a conversion.  We knew, too, that we were not trying to settle these 
issues for ourselves, much less for the church, and that genuine assent could only begin, 
like Mary’s, in humility.  As Rusty had said in rendering an account for First Things of 
his own conversion, the church did not need our ideas.  But we knew also that a 
theologian (even in the impoverished academic sense of that word) came as a 
theologian when he came to say, “I believe and profess all that the holy Catholic Church 
believes, teaches, and proclaims to be revealed by God.” 

 On the last day of November, Rusty ventured this somewhat Jesuitical 
conclusion:  “I think that you can be received if you have the material intention to hold 
the Church’s teaching as true doctrine.  That which you actually hold, in your mind, as 
true, will, of course, depend upon the subjective conditions unique to your education, 
your personality, and your sensibilities.  Nearly all people received into the Church do 
not, in fact, hold the truths taught by  the church as true, largely because they simply do 
not know the dogmas.  In your case, it is quite possible to intend to accept a dogma as 
true while failing to hold it as true, either because of your failure to understand the 
meaning of the dogma, or because of your inability to square the dogma with other 
dogmas that you currently hold as true.  Your being received into the Church would 
entail a religious commitment to continue to act upon the intention to come to hold 
such doctrine as true.  The analogy is found in the baptismal pledges, which are 
statements of intent rather than reports upon one’s objective cognitive or moral 
condition.”  I was comforted, but not entirely satisfied. 

                                                
22 “This is the one Church of Christ which in the Creed is professed as one, holy, catholic and apostolic, 
which our Saviour, after His Resurrection, commissioned Peter to shepherd, and him and the other 
apostles to extend and direct with authority, which He erected for all ages as ‘the pillar and mainstay of 
the truth’. This Church constituted and organized in the world as a society, subsists in the Catholic 
Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by the Bishops in communion with him, 
although many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its visible structure. These 
elements, as gifts belonging to the Church of Christ, are forces impelling toward catholic unity.” (§8). 
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 I kept talking and praying with Anna, and consulted with Dan Cere as well.  On 
27 December 2004, just about the time the new issue of First Things appeared carrying 
my response to Windsor, I wrote to Bishop Anthony Mancini (now Archbishop of 
Halifax, then Vicar General in Montreal) expressing my desire to be received into 
communion, whatever my remaining questions and partly resolved struggles.  It was 
the feast of St John the Apostle and Evangelist, but I evoked St Cyprian:   

I come as one who has been much edified by study of the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
and other magisterial documents; who has no doubt about the primacy of Peter or the call 
to unity of John Paul II in Ut Unum Sint; who has complete confidence in the Nicene 
creed, the gift of the real presence of Christ in the eucharist, the power of the Holy Spirit 
working through word and sacraments, the communion of the saints, the honour due to 
Mary, the moral life as taught by the Church, etc.  Nevertheless, I come also with some of 
the reservations an Anglican might be expected to have; as one who (like our Melkite 
brethren, for example) believes that the Church has suffered wounds and limitations 
under the conditions of ancient schism and that these, even where they touch on doctrine 
or polity, need to be addressed in the spirit of Ut Unum Sint.  It may be the case that this 
will cause some to welcome me with reservations, but not, I hope, to refuse me 
welcome…  I make my request in the spirit of St Cyprian:  ‘To God, the better offering is 
peace, brotherly concord, and a people made one in the unity of the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit.’ 

 

Bishop Tony responded promptly and kindly agreed to meet with me in the new year.  
He even read “Different Gods” and “Ecclesial Existence Today.”  I wondered what 
further assurances he might want from me, beyond my letter, respecting my 

understanding and acceptance of the Catholic faith. 23  He asked, of course, about my 
reservations.  While he did not seem much troubled by the brief elaboration I offered, 
he did want to know whether I took papal authority seriously.  I answered 
affirmatively.  Wisely, he also wanted assurance that I was not turning Romewards for 
greener pastures – that I was suffering no illusion respecting the state of the Catholic 
Church, especially in our part of the world.  I wasn’t.  Indeed, I already knew more than 
I wanted to about the problems that beset the Catholic Church.  We agreed that I should 

                                                
23 The reference in my letter to the moral life included an allusion to church teaching on contraception.  
While I did not expect to be asked about that (nor was I) I was ready if asked.  Even as an Anglican I had 
come to understand that this teaching was true and had accepted the responsibility to conform to it. 
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proceed toward reception, after further ministry from him in spiritual preparation 
through the sacrament of reconciliation. 

Not surprisingly, perhaps, my struggle now intensified into a crisis.  I found 
myself poring over Lumen Gentium, looking for a way to speak those words from the 
rite of reception with a clear conscience, and wondering how I could continue with 
integrity my theological work, the roots of which ran deep into the critical eschatology 
of Ascension and Ecclesia.  “Sometimes I think I see a way forward,” I confided to Rusty, 
“but mostly I find myself between the Rock and a hard place.  This morning I got very 
angry, over very little, with one of my sons, and when alone again found myself 
weeping almost uncontrollably.   I feel like I am faced with a choice between being 
outside the Church (which cannot be) or giving up my theological vocation, over which 
I have wept before when I found it too difficult and wished I could give it up.  Pray for 
me, that I do not now go astray.” 

 He did pray, as did Anna, Vincent and Barbara, the Ceres, Fr Richard, and many 
others.  Their prayers were answered.  I met with our parish priest, Fr Lou Cerulli, and 
the Lord ministered to me also through him.  My anxiety passed, and peace began to 
take its place.  Bishop Tony had promised to post to me what I required from the RCIA.  
I smiled when I opened the envelope and found only the rite of confirmation, which I 

would happily repeat every Sunday were it proper to do so. 24  I smiled again on the 
day of my confirmation when I was asked to sign the Nicene Creed – nothing more, 
nothing less – in proof of my coming profession that “I believe and profess all that the 
holy Catholic Church believes, teaches, and proclaims to be revealed by God.”  Of 
questions, I had more and more; of reservations that mattered, I had none. 

 

 

 

                                                
24 It isn’t, of course, since confirmation, like baptism, takes place but once.  Unlike baptism, however, 
confirmation is recognized as valid only if the person performing it is recognized by the Catholic Church. 
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Bishop Tony received and confirmed me at the Newman Centre, with Fr Peter Sabbath 
(a Jewish convert, recently ordained, who also had been instrumental in our family 
pilgrimage) and Fr Robert Clark concelebrating at mass.  Daniel Cere was my sponsor.  
To the questions I was asked, I answered honestly, with the answers prescribed.  I was 
now a Catholic, and my communion with what Fr Richard liked to refer to as “the 
Church of Jesus Christ most fully and rightly ordered through time” was no longer a 
partial or impaired communion.  It was a joyful occasion, which we continued to 
celebrate with friends and colleagues at a nearby restaurant. 

 Three weeks later, on 2 April 2005, I was sitting in the Cere’s living room 
lamenting with the world the passing of John Paul II.  I had never had the privilege of 
meeting him, though he had once passed by just a few metres from me, during a Good 
Friday procession in the Roman Forum.  I was still a student at the time and still 
wearing my wooden cross.  Had he paused to ask me, “Are you Catholic?,” I would 
have had to say, “No, I’m Anglican.”  I was glad, somehow, that I could give a different 
answer now, though one certainly did not need to be a Catholic to feel a deep bond 
with this man, or to thank God for the remarkable things that had been done through 
him.  John Paul had been used by God, not only to change the world, but to change 
hearts and minds. 

 After the election of Cardinal Ratzinger as Benedict XVI, when our attention had 
returned to the routine, a few enquiries were made in Anglican circles by those who 
had noted my conversion.  Kendall Harmon wrote with a request that I speak to these 
on his widely read website, and posted my reply: 

24 April 2005  
 
The Rev. Dr Kendall Harmon 
Canon Theologian, Diocese of South Carolina 
 
Dear Kendall, 
 
Thank you very much for your encouraging note, and for asking about my situation. I 
have not wished to draw attention to myself, though in due course I expect to have 
something more to say about what is, by its nature, a public and not merely a private 
action.  At the moment I will say only a little. 
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I was received into communion with Rome on 12 March 2005, the feast of St Gregory the 
Great, after no small struggle of heart and mind, in which I was quietly supported by 
much-appreciated prayers and theological conversation.  I had not received communion 
in the Anglican Church of Canada since General Synod 2004, for reasons articulated or 
implied in “Different Gods” and “Ecclesial Existence Today.”  
 
I should add that Anna and I were married in the Catholic Church, and it had become 
very difficult to see how we could hope to serve as a domestic bridge between 
communions that were drifting ever further apart.  We could not but recognize in that 
drift a fundamental problem for both communions. As I pointed out in First Things, the 
remedies proposed by the Lambeth Commission (remedies, that is, for Anglicanism) 
seemed only to exacerbate the underlying difficulty. 
 
To change the metaphor:  The Catholic mission to England under Gregory has led to an 
abundance of good fruit down through the centuries, both before and after the western 
schism. Some of that fruit has sprung up on the Anglican branches of the vine of Christ, 
not only in England but around the world. Nevertheless, the schism itself has always 
threatened the integrity of those branches and the health of the fruit. 
 
Divine providence, if I am not mistaken, is drawing this to our attention.  It is also 
pruning Anglicanism of its Erastian commitments and characteristics, whether political or 
cultural or theological, so that its churches may discover what truly holds them together 
and where their roots actually lie. I would gladly be of some use in that process of 
discovery.  But I am convinced that the process itself and the answer to which it leads – 
Jesus Christ! – is one that requires repentance for the schism and a willingness to 
recognize once again the ministry of Peter, who knows something himself about pruning 
and about being pruned.    
 
There is no going forward without going back. For my part, that is what I have done.  I 
am grateful that I was permitted to do it in the final days of John Paul the Great, whose 
preaching of Christ was used by God to encourage and instruct me, together with so 
many others.  
 
Yours in the peace of Christ, 
 
Douglas Farrow 
  
PS:  Did you write to me on the feast of St George for a reason?  If so, let us venture to 
invoke his prayers against the dragon of disunity. 
 

 
 Naturally the news was not everywhere well received.  Reactions ranged from 
the wistful to the bemused.  One dear friend, to whom I had written a brief note, 
responded with evident disappointment and a couple of pointed questions:  “How 
many of the ‘Roman’ elements of Roman Catholicism can you really sign up for?  Does 
this mean that we can no longer participate in the Eucharist together – recognising our 
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acceptance by grace in the sole priesthood of Christ and as members of the one body?  I 
appreciate that the Anglican communion has its problems, but now is just the time 
when it needs the kind of theological leadership you are able to offer.”  I had not had 
opportunity to explain to him very much of what I have set down here, and I did not 
think to reply that I was offering, even to my Anglican brethren, the only kind of 
leadership I knew how to give.  But drawing on our common appreciation for Barth, I 
reminded him that Barth had mused at the end of his life about the possibility that one 
day the voice of the Good Shepherd might find “a clearer echo” in Rome than in the 
Reformed churches.  “That day has come,” I said, “if I have not gone completely deaf.”  
I also pointed out that what I had signed up to, in the presence of a priest and two 
witnesses, was precisely the Nicene Creed, which no longer governed the Anglican 
Church of Canada.   

 The problem of eucharistic communion was one I felt keenly, however.  I had 
experienced this pain from the outside myself; now I felt it from the inside.  But though 
I knew, as did he, that we were still bound together by virtue of our common baptism 
in the royal priesthood of Jesus Christ, and that disunity among the baptized displeased 
God, I also knew, as did he, that disunity could not be overcome by ignoring the 
question of holy orders; that is, of the ministerial priesthood and of Peter’s role in the 
oversight and maintenance of that priesthood.  The question of authority had to be 
faced in and with the question of communion.  “If you are asking me whether I believe 
that the unity of the church, in the sense of its visible unity on earth, is intended by our 
Lord to be sustained by the ministry of Peter, the answer is yes.” 

 Recalling that brief exchange, perhaps unsatisfactory to my friend, puts me in 
mind of Augustine’s claim that “there is nothing more wholesome in the Catholic 

Church than using authority before argument.” 25  Augustine was thinking like this:  
Because we are made in the image of the living God, who has and is the fellowship of 
the Father and the Son in the Holy Spirit, love precedes knowledge, faith precedes 
reason, and authority precedes argument.  (Substitute the word “enables” for the word 

                                                
25  On the Morals of the Catholic Church §47    
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“precedes,” if you like, and that will help you get the picture.)  When I was a Protestant 

I had no difficulty with that, 26 so long as the authority in question was mediated by the 
scriptures and by preaching; as a Protestant, of course, I resisted the notion that it was 
mediated by any formal magisterium.  To be Catholic, however, is to accept, as I now 
do, not only that authority precedes argument, but that the church possesses this 
authority:  in its prophets and saints and martyrs, yes, hence in the sensus fidelium; in its 
scriptures and creeds and liturgies, certainly, and even (though less certainly) in its 
great theological traditions; but also in its living magisterium, in the college of the 
apostles and their successors, united round Peter and his successors.   

 Catholics do not think that it is possible to do without a magisterium, or that 
there is any reason or justification to try, since God has provided one.  Nor do they 
think, as Barth perhaps thought, that the gift of a magisterium is somehow like the gift 
of prophecy; that it shows itself here and then there, speaking with this voice, then that 
– as if it were no more than an “echo” bouncing around in the ecclesial crater formed 
and reformed by the repeated impact of the word of God.  Good Catholics, like good 
Protestants, know that the word of God is living and active, “sharper than any two-
edged sword,” but also that the church’s reception of the word of God is a process of 
growth, guided by a faculty of judgment invested in the apostolic college with Peter at 
its head.   They believe that, when Jesus said to Peter that he was giving to him the keys 
to the kingdom, he meant it; and that the survival of the papacy and of the Catholic 
Church through thick and thin (not unlike the survival of the Jewish people) is a work 
of God and not merely the work of man. 

 To be sure, there is a certain kind of convert to Catholicism who is prone to stress 
above all things the authority of the Catholic Church.  I am not such, and do not wish to 
be taken for such, as Rusty can attest.  When it began to appear likely that my 
confirmation would take place at the Newman Centre, our background conversation 
turned to Newman.  Newman was wrong, I thought, to make the claim that “the 
essential idea of Catholicism is the Church’s infallibility.”  If Catholicism has an 

                                                
26  I had learned it in another form from Barth, who learned it from Anselm. 
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essential idea, it is that God is love.  But from that fact it does follow that authority 

precedes argument, which perhaps was all that Newman had in mind. 27  He was right, 
in any event, when he said in the same place that “not to submit to the Church is to 
oppose her;” though we would be wrong to suppose that submission means anything 
less than participation, according to the measure of the gifts we have been given, in the 
authority the church has and in the arguments that it conducts.  My last word to Rusty 
before my reception was this:   “If I am wrong, as surely I am about all sorts of things, I 
want to be in the place where I can learn to be right, with and through the church.  I am 
ready to take up my small place in the debate inside the Catholic Church.”  That, I 
suppose, is what Ignatius had in mind when he counseled his followers to learn to think 
with the church, and what Newman also had in mind with his grammar of assent. 

 

 

 

Anna and I held our wedding in Oregon so that the Californians (mainly Catholic) and 
the British Columbians (mainly Protestant) could meet half-way.  The idea, which 
worked splendidly, was that they would get to know each other at St Rita’s for a couple 
of days before they witnessed our marriage together.  Now it so happened that a couple 
of carloads, one of my relatives and one of hers, arrived at the same time.  The 
occupants of the latter were uncertain as to whether to continue up the dirt road on 
which they were both travelling in search of St Rita’s.  Turning back, and mistaking my 
sister Helen’s husband, Austin, for Anna’s maternal grandfather, Dutch Higgs, they 
rolled down their window and hollered out, “Are you Dutch?”  Austin, not knowing 

                                                
27  The quotation is from Lectures on Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Submitting to the Catholic Church 
(1850), Lecture XII, p. 306; for context, however, see Lecture X, which suggests that I was over-reading 
Newman’s claim.  Dan Cere (who has forgotten more about Newman than I have yet begun to know) 
later pointed out that in A Grammar of Assent (1870) Newman takes Gibbon to task for failing to see 
Christianity – hence also Catholicism, viewed there not as an alternative to Protestantism but as 
Christianity in its most concrete form – christologically.  Newman himself, in other words, would not 
approve the kind of thinking from which I am here distancing myself.  It ought also to be recalled that he 
adopted a far more nuanced view of infallibility than did Manning, for example, while nonetheless 
exercising the discipline of unity in responding to Vatican  I. 
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that Anna’s grandfather had that nickname, replied with some perplexity, “No, I’m 
Canadian!”   After they sorted that out, they went on to their destination together. 

 The road to heaven is rather longer than the road to St Rita’s, and a witness to 
much confusion.  If it weren’t, there wouldn’t be labels like Roman Catholic, Orthodox, 
Anglican and Protestant.  These labels, however, concern only the church militant, not 
the church triumphant – the church on the way, not the church at rest.  Where Fr 
Richard has lately gone, where my father-in-law, Vincent, and my mother, Kay, have 
gone, that question is moot.  Which is to say, the question “Are you Catholic?” is 
certainly not the equivalent of the question sometimes asked by Protestants, “Are you 
saved?”  To treat it as such is to embrace a fundamentalism that the church itself rejects, 
and to mirror that particular Protestant confusion.  The one church of Jesus Christ 
“subsists in the Catholic Church,” says Lumen Gentium, yet not all who belong to Christ 
reside or labour within the visible communion of the Catholic Church, nor has the Spirit 
of God limited his ecclesial work to her.   

 Neither, however, is the question “Are you Catholic?” like the question “Are you 
Dutch?” or “Are you Canadian?”  It directs us to something of far greater significance 
than our national, or even our global, citizenship in the city of man.  It directs us to our 
citizenship in the everlasting city of God as that city expresses itself in the saeculum.  It 
enquires after the concreteness of our unity in Christ, after the fullness of the church 
and of its witness to the world.  It points us to the ministry of Peter, one of whose tasks 
it is to address (from experience!) the confusion that arises on the road.  In the years 
since the question was first put to me I have come to believe that, for the sake of that 
unity and that fullness and that witness, “Yes” is the best answer to give.  I have tried to 
give it in a way that is authentically Catholic and not still secretly Protestant, while 
rejoicing over the many gifts I have received from Protestant and from Orthodox hands.  
“And now that we’ve sorted that out,” I can hear Fr Richard saying, “let us travel on 
together.” 
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