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THE CATHOLIC CHURCH: REALITY AND IDEAL

by Thomas Storck

In the past, the
CHNetwork has
occasionally featured
articles by non-staff
members that we feel are
of particular interest to
our membership. Such is
the case with the following
article by Thomas Storck.
Mr. Storck is a convert
from Anglicanism and
his conversion story was
previously featured in
our September 2011

newsletter.

ore than once lately | have noticed in the Prayer List column

of the Coming Home Network newsletter prayers for dif-

ficulties that individuals, new converts to the Catholic faith,
are having in their adjustment to Catholic life. Frequently, it seems,
these involve parishes whose Catholic life is poor, or problems con-
verts have in establishing friendships in their new communion, or
even in finding fellow Catholics who take their religion seriously. In
many respects these difficulties can be boiled down to the differ-
ence between the Catholic Church as an ideal and the real Catholic
Church, in particular the sometimes all too real parish and diocese
that we are now part of. As a convert | think | understand many of
these problems since, even after almost 35 years as a Catholic, | still
experience some of them. | want to offer some reflections here that
may be useful to other converts and help them not to become too
discouraged or embittered at the failings, both real and supposed, of
their co-religionists.

First let me develop this contrast between the Church as an ideal
and the real existing Church on earth. Converts who originally be-
came attracted to the Church through reading of Catholic authors or
Church history are especially apt to difficulties here. It is easy to see
some period or periods in Catholic history as more or less of an ideal
and contrast that period or periods with our own sad experiences
in the present. Whether we are attracted to the patristic age, to the
High Middle Ages, or to the Catholic revival of the 19th and early
20™ centuries, it is easy to discover aspects of Catholic thought and
life today which suffer in comparison with those of the past. And in
many respects this is the case. The Church does go through better
and worse times; some aspects of her life improve while others get
worse, and so on, with many variations and changes. | admit to a
tendency to discouragement when | read and reread the writers of
the early 20" century, Dawson, Belloc, Chesterton, Ronald Knox, and
many others. They helped bring me into the Church and they wrote
with a clarity and assurance that frequently seem lacking in either
the frenzied or the fuzzy writers of our own day. But while | some-
times remind myself that it is the real Church | have become part of,
not some theoretical construct in my mind, nevertheless this con-
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For these writers of the trast between the ideal and the real Church can be overdrawn. For
these writers of the past, and of the even more distant past such as
past, and of the even st Thomas or the early Church Fathers, are as much a part of the real-
more distant past such ity of the Church as anyone living today. For a large part of the Body
of Christ is beyond the grave, either in heaven or in purgatory, and
as St. Thomas or the these souls are likewise members of the Church. | need not choose
ear|y Church Fathers,  between them and my contemporaries as if between an unreal ideal
h and a reality, for both are very much part of a reality, the Catholic
are as much a part reality of the Body of Christ on earth, in purgatory and in heaven. We
of the reality of the readily recognize the role of those in the next life as intercessors for
us on earth, but they can aid us in other ways too. If | console myself,
as it were, with a book from the past, | am not taking refuge in some
Iiving today. historical utopia, but simply allowing one of our brethren to help
bear my burden from beyond this life. He left his writings — or his
art or his music — for the edification of the Church in all subsequent
ages, and in making use of them | am not fleeing the reality of the
Church but standing in the very center of it. Of course | cannot ig-
nore my contemporary fellow Catholics, but it can be helpful if | see
them also as part of a much larger historical reality than simply my

own present-day parish or diocese.
Let me say a bit more on this theme of the real and the ideal. St.
Paul addressed his first epistle to the Corinthians to “the church of
God which is at Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to
be saints”! Yet what is his letter in great part concerned with? With
rebuking the Corinthian Catholics for their strife and jealously,
for allowing a man in the church to live openly with his step-
mother, for taking their grievances against each other to sec-
ular courts, for disorders during the divine liturgy, in particular
for drunkenness during the agape meal, not to mention for
many fundamental confusions about basic doctrine. Here we
have another contrast of the type of the ideal and the real
— "those sanctified in Christ Jesus” versus the many abuses
St. Paul catalogs. Even earlier, possibly just a few weeks after
the day of Pentecost, when Peter and the Apostles governed
the Jerusalem church in person, “the Hellenists murmured
against the Hebrews because their widows were neglected
in the daily distribution” (Acts 6:1). The Church of Christ has
ever been such, made up of “those sanctified in Christ Jesus”
by their Baptism, yet full of grumblers, fornicators, drunkards,
the ignorant, those who have little or no realization that be-
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earth. Of course, whatever steps the Church can take to convert and
correct such wayward Catholics are all for the good, but we must
remember at the same time that they are real but weak members of
the Body of Christ, “called to be saints. This call to holiness based on
our Baptism is as real as are the sins of the Church’s members.

But | am afraid that these reflections, however true, might not
seem specific enough for the very real difficulties many con- [T ER et i
verts have to struggle with. What can | say of a more imme-
diately practical sort? In the first place, of course, there is the
obvious recourse, that if our parish is seriously lacking, we
can seek out another one. In general one can hardly rejoice
in the tendency for Catholics nowadays to engage in “church
shopping.’l admire those Catholics I know who have resolved
to stick with their territorial parishes no matter what. But in
the state of today's Church | can hardly censure Catholics
who seek out a better liturgy or more orthodox preaching
or a better school or CCD program for their children. Indeed, 1
| confess to doing so myself. But unfortunately in some cases this
is not possible. Either only one parish is within a reasonable travel
distance or there simply seem to be no better parishes anywhere
in the area. In many cases there is no easy answer. Here we can be
helped to some extent by drawing upon the resources of the Church
in other ages — via books — or in other places — via the electronic
media. Of course this is no substitute for flesh and blood Catholic ...prayer is the only
brethren. So in such circumstances we must have recourse above
all to prayer, perhaps asking especially for the intercession of those sure remedy' ..because
missionaries and other saints who were condemned to a lonely ex- we can be sure that
istence as Catholics.

And | know that even in a parish where the liturgy is celebrated they are heard, and that
according to the rubrics and the preaching faithful to the magiste- | if they are not granted
rium, Catholic fellowship can be hard to find or appear altogether
lacking. Again, prayer is the only sure remedy, sure not because God
will necessarily grant our requests the way we desire, but because | OUI ultimate welfare.
we can be sure that they are heard, and that if they are not granted
somehow that too is for our ultimate welfare.

When | read or hear stories of converts, either of those of the pres-
ent day or those from the past, | often see those who suffered by
embracing the true Faith much more than | ever have. It can seem
cold comfort to be reminded of the spiritual riches now available
to us, of the certainty of truth that we have, of the fellowship we
are now members of, stretching not only around the earth but into

The Angelus
by Vincent van Gogh

somehow that too is for




eternity. But these are all parts of the real existing Catholic Church,
more real in a way than the abuses or the spiritual tepidity of our
pansh liturgies and life. For no one can prevent our participation in
- this spiritual communion of the Church on earth with the
Church beyond the grave, especially in the sacraments,
which, so long as they are validly administered, infallibly
offer us the grace they signify regardless of whether they
have the fitting outward splendor that they should have.
It is easy to say but nonetheless true that not every
difficulty in life is easily overcome. Where fellowship and
friendship of other serious Catholics is much desired but
not found we must try all the reasonable means for help,
including phone or e-mail correspondence with people
in like circumstances. But this is the time and place God
has created us to live in, and the face of the contempo-
rary Church is what God has willed for us. So let us re-
double our prayers for one another. Especially as converts,
c . whether new or of long standing, let us rejoice whenever
Communion of the Apostles anyone enters into the Church and seek by prayer, if by no
by JusepedeRibera  ipor means, to help him to bear the burdens in his Catholic life. Il
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DEEP IN HISTORY CONFERENCES
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The Coming Home Network Instead, we are exploring various alternatives to
International would like to continue our commitment to becoming “deep in history,”
thank everyone who has been a to quote BI. John Henry Cardinal Newman. We anticipate
part of our previous Deep in History that this may involve expanded use of our in-house

Conferences. We would like to remind our members that  studio, and expanded resources on our website. We
unfortunately, for many reasons, the CHNetwork willno  also hope to reinstitute our annual retreat for clergy
longer be sponsoring these annual conferences. We are  members, and may consider a small number of regional
most grateful to Franciscan University of Steubenville for  parish events. More information will follow in future
co-hosting a memorable event last year. newsletters and on our website www.chnetwork.org.



