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For those of us who are converts to the Faith, as so many in this parish are, today’s gospel presents a 
truth with which we are eminently familiar.  Jesus says, “Do you think that I have come to give peace on 
earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division.  He goes on to indicate that these divisions will be within one’s 
own household, and that the most intimate relatives will be set against each other because not all respond 
to Christ’s call to come into the Church. 

I know from your stories you have so generously shared with me that this is the case in many of your 
families, and it was also the case in mine.  Twenty-five-and-a-half years ago, my older sister and her 
husband entered the Church, just two months before my ordination as a minister in the Episcopal Church.  
When she and her family would visit after that, we no longer went to church together.  I would minister to 
my flock, some of whom are here today, and Christine and her family would find a close-by Catholic 
Church here in the city of Scranton where they would worship; and in the afternoon we would spend a bit 
more time together before saying good-bye.  I never told her, but my sister’s absences those Sundays 
pained me; and I foolishly put the blame on her, rather than on my own slowness to come to the Truth. 

Four years later, in 2001, my younger sister followed in Christine’s footsteps.  She and her husband 
had their marriage convalidated, as they had been married in the Episcopal parish we’d grown up in; and 
my brother-in-law, Phil Huffman, is a cradle Catholic.  They asked Kristina and me to be my niece 
Angelina’s godparents, and we were overjoyed.  But we were both Protestant, so Beck and Phil had to ask 
one of our Catholic friends to stand up for Angelina.  Again, my pride took a hit, since even then in my 
clumsiness and slowness to respond to God’s call, I could not understand why Protestants couldn’t be the 
only sponsors for a Catholic child. 

Well, three-and-a-half years later, my wife and I finally said yes to an invitation God had been 
proffering our whole lives.  My brother and sister-in-law decided to come home, too, as did my parents; 
and we were confirmed with dozens of others on All Saints’ Eve, 2005.  This time it wasn’t we who felt 
rejected but my grandmother, my mom’s mom.  She called me up and told me, “You know, Rick, I’m not 
going to become a Catholic.”  I told my grandma I understood, and I knew because of her deep 
convictions that she was serious.  Raised in the Church of the Brethren, one of the denominations of the 
plain people, she was then eighty-six; and she had been a life-long evangelical Protestant.  When I was in 
college, she had even sat me down and asked point blank if Jesus Christ was my Lord and Savior. 

I took my grandma at her word about not becoming Catholic, but my siblings didn’t.  My brother and 
his family dedicated countless rosaries to her conversion, and my older sister enrolled her in a society—



without Grandma’s knowledge—wherein nuns in Ontario, Canada would pray daily for her conversion.  
They even sent my sister a certificate, which to this day hangs on the wall of her house in Kentucky. 

Our division in matters of faith did not, however, keep us from honoring Grandma as we should have.  
My parents and all of their children visited Esther Mary Haldeman on a regular basis at the nursing home 
where she lived.  Since ours were the only children who came into that place, the staff always knew when 
Grandma was getting visitors.  To their credit, the nurses always welcomed us and were effusive in their 
praise.  It didn’t smell good there, but all of my children have happy memories of Kirkland Village in 
Bethlehem. 

While we were leaving an impression on her nurses, something else was making a deep impression on 
Grandma.  With regard to the Faith, there still was not peace in our family; there was division.  But in my 
father, the peace which passes all understanding had taken hold, and his joy was often exuberant, 
especially in the presence of his grandchildren; and it even continued through the ravages of Parkinson’s 
Disease.  In his retirement he spent innumerable hours with his mother-in-law, and she noticed the change 
that the Holy Spirit had effected in his life.  A year before she died, Grandma told my dad how much he’d 
changed; and six years ago yesterday, on my parents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary, he told that story on 
himself. 

The effect of all those prayers and my father’s witness was that at age ninety-six, on her deathbed, my 
grandmother asked my youngest sister, Sarah, that she be reconciled to Holy Mother Church.  The last 
thing she was able to consume was her First Holy Communion, and she died twenty hours later. 

Watching all this from across the seas has been our cousin and his wife.  A Presbyterian minister in 
the Church of Scotland, Will Stalder grew up in Southern California, where his grandma had moved to be 
close to my grandma, who had moved to Los Angeles County to survive tuberculosis.  Our family and 
Will had spent lots of time together because his parents had a lake house in New York, and we would also 
occasionally see them out near San Diego.  When I gave a talk back in 2008 about Humanae Vitae and 
the Church’s teaching on the sanctity of life at the San Diego Men’s Conference, Will and his dad 
attended and commended me on what I had said. 

Well, the conversions in our family did not end with my Grandma’s entry into the Church.  Last 
month Will wrote me to say he and his family will become Catholic next month, and they’re going to 
come here for a visit.  Grateful for all our prayers and support over the years, Will, Courtney, and their 
four children are coming to Scranton in October.  I look forward to introducing him to all of you; and I’m 
sure I’ll ask him to say a few words about what prompted him, after so many years, at last to say, “Yes.”  
Will has been to Scranton numerous times before, but this will be the first visit since we moved here to 
St. Joseph Church ten years ago. 

 My point this morning is, “Be patient.”  I know how agonizing is the wait, as we long for the 
entry into the Church of our children, our siblings, our cousins, our neighbors, even our parents.  But the 
events I’ve described today took place over the course of twenty-five years, and as a reminder, the Lord 
waited more than ninety-six years for my grandmother to consent to what Jesus wanted for her from the 
beginning of time.  In today’s Gospel Jesus describes many divisions today, but they are not all 



immutable.  Hearts can and do change.  So keep up the prayers.  Ask others to pray as well.  Continue 
your consistent witness, and give thanks when God surprises you again and again. 

 


