FINDING A SPIrRITUAL HOME
IN CATHOLICISM

A
ROME

RESTLESS

SisTER LisA HEZMALHALCH



A Rome
for Restless
Hearts

FINDING A SPIRITUAL HOME IN CATHOLICISM

Sister Lisa Hezmalhalch

0

IMAGE

NEW YORK



Copyright © 2025 by Lisa Hezmalhalch

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright
fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and
creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of
this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing,
scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission.
You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House
to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no
part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the
purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Image, an imprint of Random House,
a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

IMAGE is a registered trademark and the I colophon is a
trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

Scripture texts in this work are taken from the New American Bible,
Revised Edition (NABRE) © 2010, 1991, 1986, 1970 Confraternity of
Christian Doctrine, Washington, D.C., and are used by permission
of the copyright owner. All Rights Reserved. No part of the
New American Bible may be reproduced in any form
without permission in writing from the copyright owner.
Scripture quotations marked (NIV) are taken from the Holy Bible,
New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011
by Biblica Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved
worldwide. (www.zondervan.com). The “NIV” and “New International
Version” are trademarks registered in the United States
Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica Inc.™

Hardback ISBN 9780593728390
Ebook ISBN 9780593728406

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper
imagecatholicbooks.com
246897531
ScoutAutomatedPrintCode
First Edition

Book design by Caroline Cunningham



To God the Father,
the Author of all my Adventures,
Jesus, my Savior and constant companion,
the Holy Spirit, my Counselor and source of Truth,
and Mary for teaching me to keep my hands open to

what God has in store.



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER I:

CHAPTER 2:

CHAPTER 3:

CHAPTER 4:

CHAPTER 5:

CHAPTER 6:

CHAPTER 7:

CHAPTER 8:

Who Is Jesus?
Is Catholicism Christianity?

What Is Sin and Salvation, and What
Are the Sacraments?

What Is the Mass and the Eucharist?
What Is Prayer?

Who Is the Virgin Mary?

Who Are the Saints?

How Are Women Viewed in
the Church?

ix

17

34
56
70
91

105

115



viii CONTENTS

CHAPTER 9: What Is Religious Life? 133

CHAPTER 10: What Does Faith Look Like
in Real Life? 154

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 169



INTRODUCTION

An Average Day in
a Not-So-Average Life

he most common question people have when they

find out I'm a religious sister is “What does your daily
schedule look like?” and I have to remind myself that my
life no longer looks like the life most people live.

I used to do whatever I wanted with my time. I mean, I
had a job that dictated about forty hours of my week, but
outside of that I was free—free to travel and visit friends in
exotic places, free to binge-watch hours of Doctor Who, free
to sleep in, free to go out to eat, to go antique shopping,
redecorate my house, get a pet, or do nothing at all.

That used to be my life. And instead of using my free-
dom of choice to continue doing all that, I chose to live my
life by the ringing of bells.

Ding-a-ling! Ding-a-ling! Ding-a-ling!

It’s 5:50 A.M. on a Sunday morning and the prayer bell
is letting me know that I have ten minutes to finish what
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I’'m doing and get to morning prayer. Out of habit, I grab a
few items off the desk in my room, loading up my pockets
with keys, ChapStick, a handkerchief, and a rosary. Then
I kiss my large crucifix necklace, putting the cord over my
head and hiding the crucifix underneath my habit. I wear
the same thing every day, so getting ready requires little
thought, giving me more time for reflection and prayer as
I begin my day.

The life of a religious sister is built around a daily sched-
ule of prayers, which begin at 6:00 A.M. and continue in
intervals throughout the day. By the time I crawl back into
bed, I've paused my life to pray at least eight times.

The chapel is quiet except for the sound of the overhead
fan. When it’s summer, there’s sunlight that comes through
the large window behind the altar and tabernacle, warming
the room with the Arizona sun.

The quiet ring of another bell signals it’s time to stand
and begin prayer. The silence I've kept since the close of
prayer the night before is broken as I begin to chant the
psalms. Morning prayer, also known as lauds, is followed
immediately by prime. These make up the first two prayers
of the day and will take about thirty-five to forty minutes
to complete.

This leaves plenty of time for a simple breakfast after
prayer. Breakfast is the only meal of the day that is op-
tional, and therefore it’s the one you make yourself. After a
cup of coffee and a couple of scrambled eggs from our com-
munity’s farm, I wash my dishes and finish getting ready
for the day.
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This particular morning, I'm making a breakfast casse-
role to bring to our fellowship potluck after Sunday Mass
in a couple of hours. Once I've put it in the oven and
washed the dishes, I have a little bit more time to prepare
some food donations to be canned. This week we got a
couple pounds of pickling cucumbers that are on the verge
of going bad. So I sweep in to save the day by whipping up
a quick pickling brine and cutting up the good parts of the
cucumbers to be canned. The parts that have already spoiled
are stored in a Tupperware container. Those scraps will be
used by the brothers to feed the pigs and chickens.

It’s 8:50 a.M. and the prayer bell is ringing again. I have
ten minutes to get to prayer. Since Sundays are busy with
mass and fellowship afterward, the prayers of terce and
sext, prayed at 10:00 a.m. and noon, respectively, are joined
together and prayed at 9:00 aA.m. When I finish at 9:20
AM., I load up the casserole and take it over to the parish
hall and set up for fellowship.

At 10:45 a.M., it’s time to head over to the church. I scan
the small crowd to see if any of my usual volunteers are
there so I can call on them to read the Scripture during
Mass. Summer in the White Mountains of Arizona usually
means many of our parishioners, especially the older and
retired ones, travel to see their kids and grandkids. If they’re
gone, I become the default reader during Mass. Sure
enough, I see that my usual folks aren’t around, so I pick up
the missalette—a book with all the Mass readings in it—
and scan the readings of the day just in case there are any
challenging words I need to practice beforehand.
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Mass ends around noon, and about half of the parish-
ioners from Mass head with me over to the hall. After we all
have our fill of the potluck-style brunch, it’s time to clean
up. By 1:30 p.m., 'm back at the convent. My first task is
to put away the leftover casserole as well as some of the
other food that people sent with me. There’s a lot of leftover
watermelon that I'll be bringing to share with the brothers
for dinner.

I then spend the next hour or so focusing on my online
ministry on TikTok. First I check for any private messages
asking for prayer. There’s one from a follower in Australia
asking me to pray for a family member. After I've said a
prayer for them, I check the latest video comments: Some-
one is asking for an update on the new community. With
the time I have left I decide to work on recording a video in
response to their request.

Ding-a-ling! Ding-a-ling! Ding-a-ling!

Its 2:50 p.M. and time to pray nones. With that ten-
minute prayer finished, I pack up the food scraps I've been
saving for the pigs all week (along with the extra water-
melon), hop in the car, and drive twenty minutes to the
next town, where our community farm is located, as well as
the brothers who run it.

I get there in time to hear another bell: Ding-dong! Ding-
dong! Ding-dong!

Our community Holy Hour is from 4:00 p.m. to 5:00
p.M., followed by vespers, also known as evening prayer,
then dinner. Tonight, Brother Eric is making homemade
chicken potpie along with a salad of veggies from the broth-
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ers’ garden; and, of course, we'll have the leftover water-
melon.

We're a small community, consisting of four brothers
and myself, the only sister. While we'll see each other off
and on during the week, Sunday nights are our main eve-
ning to relax and catch up. Tonight after dinner, we decide
to play a game, Throw Throw Burrito, while we enjoy a
cheesecake one of the locals made for us.

Ding-a-ling! Ding-a-ling! Ding-a-ling!

It’s 8:50 p.m. and the bells let me know that it’s time to
get home to pray the last prayers of the day. Matins and
compline, also known as the office of readings and night
prayer, complete our day. Once we finish praying com-
pline, we practice what's known as the grand silence. We
won't speak again until prayer the next morning.

Sometimes it feels like people think religious brothers,
sisters, and nuns are just sort of born living like this, but I
can assure you I certainly was not. Not only did I used to
do whatever | wanted with my time—I wasn’t even Catho-
lic. In fact, I didn’t even think Catholics were Christians at
all. Catholicism was just some weird spin-off cult to be
avoided at all costs.

Yet here I am living my life as a Catholic sister by the
ringing of the bells, and loving every minute of it.
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THE ADVENTURE

The voyage of discovery lies not in finding new land-
scapes, but in having new eyes.

—MARCEL ProusT

In June 2015, I bought a journal to keep track of a new
adventure. I had spent the first thirty-four years of my life
as a devout and on-fire Protestant Christian. I had always
dreamed of doing big things for the Lord: I was willing to
go anywhere and do anything to serve Jesus, and to help
others grow in their faith. But I never suspected that the
Lord would invite me on this voyage that, as Proust so as-
tutely observed in the quotation above, would require me
to see everything anew—this voyage to Catholicism, Tik-
Tok fame, and a life of founding a new religious order of
Catholic nuns.

For me, growing up, Catholicism was an unknown that
existed in the background religious landscape. My stepdad
was raised Catholic, and his parents still practiced their
Catholic faith, but my interactions with them were in-
frequent, and what little of their faith I saw didnt seem
to be anything more than images of Jesus, Mary, and the
saints. When I was twelve, I toured Catholic cathedrals in
France. While their beauty was astounding, I saw them as
extravagant wastes of money that could have been used to
help those in need. From my perspective, Catholics didn't
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love Jesus as much as they loved rituals, rules, and rosa-
ries. The only good Catholic experience I had was watching
the Sister Act movies, but as much as I loved those singing
nuns, I came away with the impression that nuns were so
set in their ways, they needed an outsider to come in and
wake them up.

I had no interest in the Catholic Church, but I loved the
Christian faith I knew! From childhood, Jesus was my ev-
erything. I attended church every chance I got, soaked up
Sunday School lessons, attended vacation Bible schools,
Awana,” camps, and mission trips. I volunteered in differ-
ent ministries at church, served food to the homeless, deliv-
ered Christmas gifts to needy kids, and even sang in the
choir at a Billy Graham crusade. All the while I was reading
my Bible, praying to Jesus, and striving to live a life of love
and service. I was in love with Jesus and obsessed with my
faith. I even got a full-time job as a janitor at my church! I
was over the moon; I was getting paid to serve the Lord!

So it’s no surprise that I chose a college where everyone
majored in Bible and theology. My desire to help others led
me to a master’s degree in pastoral care. I had no idea what
the future held, but I knew that with this new degree I'd be
even more prepared to serve God and to help others grow
in their faith.

During my graduate studies, a friend of mine became
Catholic. I was horrified! By this point I saw Catholicism as

* Awana is a Bible club designed to help students memorize portions of

Scripture and learn about the Christian faith.
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a perversion of the Christian faith that led people on an
easy road to life apart from God—hell. I was worried for
my friend’s soul. I tackled each issue I had with the Catho-
lic Church, doing research, reading Scripture, asking ques-
tions, and constantly praying.

After all that investigation, I came to realize that the
ideas I'd had about Catholicism were plain wrong. I no lon-
ger had major issues with someone else choosing to be
Catholic—but T still wasn’t interested in Catholicism for
myself.

But the Lord had other plans. In my final semester of
graduate school, I felt the Lord quietly tap me on the shoul-
der and let me know: He was indeed calling me to become
Catholic. As I perused the shelves at a local bookstore,
looking for a journal, I saw one with the Proust quotation
on it. I'd found the blank slate I needed to document my
discoveries. I had no idea what lay ahead, but with Jesus
firmly grasping my hand, I knew He would lead me where
He wanted me to go.

RELIGIOUS LIFE AND TIKTOK

I downloaded TikTok in the spring of 2020, at the start of
the Covid-19 outbreak while living in northern California.
It could help me connect with the outside world while we
were all in quarantine, I figured, and at the very least make
me laugh a little. At that point, I had only been Catholic
for four years and wasn’t a nun yet. But that adventure was
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waiting just around the corner. I wondered if perhaps reli-
gious life—that is, living as a Catholic nun—was part of
God’s plan for me.

I'd been exploring different religious orders (the general
term used for groups of sisters and nuns) since I'd become
Catholic, and had even talked with a group of seminarians
(men studying to be priests) about starting a new one. But
when Covid-19 hit pause on the world, I had to trust the
Lord. If He was leading me into religious life, He'd show
me when and how. Not so long afterward, my seminarian
friends let me know they were leaving the seminary and
entering an existing men’s religious order of priests and
brothers in southern California, and that their order was
interested in founding a women’s religious order to mirror
their own. I had asked the Lord to show me when and how,
and apparently His answer was zow—during a global pan-
demic.

It was truly invigorating, learning what it meant to be a
Catholic sister and how to found a new religious order of
sisters. Because everyone was quarantined in their homes,
we had lots of time to pray, study, and learn; but our inter-
actions with folks were severely limited. When the com-
munity heard me talk about how people were using TikTok
to stay connected with the rest of humanity, they suggested
I start posting videos as well. My meager following grew as
I posted videos about movies I'd watched, meals I was mak-
ing for the community, and a few funny trends.

It was when I started answering questions about re-

ligious life that my engagement soared: I discovered just
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how many people were hungry to learn about this myste-
rious and ancient tradition. The thing that surprised me
was how many Catholics, Protestants, Jews, agnostics, pa-
gans, witches, atheists, former Catholics, and everyone in
between had questions. I was limited in my in-person in-
teractions, but thanks to a little phone app I quickly found
myself engaging with over 140,000 people from all over the
world and all walks of life.

People sent me letters and messages with prayer requests
and questions about life and faith. One asked me how it
felt to know that there was a group of people in the world
now that considered me “a bit of a celebrity.” The weight of
responsibility grew as several people recounted bad experi-
ences with the Catholic Church, or with nuns. I was so-
bered by the realization that, as an imperfect human, I
could either help or hinder the faith of those who watched
me. The potential to do good was amazing; the potential to
harm was terrifying.

After about a year, the seminarians-turned-brothers and
I left the established community we had joined: we still felt
called to establish a new religious order. We followed the
Lord to Arizona and, to my surprise, my TikTok commu-
nity followed along for the ride. The commenters were cu-
rious about the new order, our growing farm, daily life, and
my work in the Church and the local Catholic school. After
mentioning in a few videos that I hadn’t always been Cath-
olic, I began getting questions about that journey: How
could I go from being a Protestant to becoming a Catholic
nun?
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So many people connected with those videos in which I
talked about my journey into the Catholic Church, but I
needed a format that didn’t confine me to a few minutes at
a time, and that would allow me to explain more thor-
oughly the doubt, confusion, joy, peace, and overall para-

digm shift that one experiences in having new eyes. Hence,

this book!

INTO THE UNKNOWN

This book is an invitation: for you to embark on a journey,
to look at your faith with new eyes. This opportunity may
intrigue you or terrify you—or both! My own journey re-
quired me to look for God beyond the safe confines I'd kept
Him in all my life. It required a huge paradigm shift that
caused real emotional vertigo. But what is a leap of faith
without fear, risk, and hope?

“Im afraid of what 'm risking if I follow you / Into the
unknown.” When I first heard this lyric in the song “Into
the Unknown” from Frozen II, all I could think about was
how I felt taking that leap of faith the Lord asked of me.
But what encouraged me was the beauty I saw along the
way, the positive growth I experienced, the love for Jesus
that grew deeper—and the deeper love I discovered He had
for me.

My goal in this book is to help you bravely take your
own leap of faith into whatever the Lord is calling you to.
Your leap may be talking to Him for the first time, or the
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first time in a while. Your leap may be to ask more ques-
tions about the faith you've always had, or a faith you've
long since rejected. Your leap may seem simple to some,
but terrifying to you. No matter what your leap is, I hope
there is something in my journey that may encourage you
in your own.



CHAPTER 1

Who Is Jesus?

I love You, beloved Jesus; I love You more than I love
myself. With all my heart I repent of ever having of-
fended You. Grant that I may love You always; and
then do with me as You will.

—SAINT ALPHONSUS LIGUORI

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

hen I was about eight years old, I was in a Bible club
called Awana. We met weekly, played games, and
heard Bible stories. Much like Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts,
in Awana you received little merit badges and moved up in
rank when you completed tasks like attending meetings,
memorizing Bible verses, or reciting Christian teachings.
On one occasion I was on the verge of earning my next
achievement award and only had one verse left to memo-
rize. I read that verse over and over again, trying to get
those ancient words to stick. For some reason, this one was
more challenging than all the other verses I had memo-
rized. Try as I might, I couldn’t seem to get any of those
words to stay in my head. Every time I'd ask my mom to
quiz me, I'd forget words and even whole sections.
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The day of our next Awana meeting was quickly ap-
proaching, and I didn’t seem any closer to having that verse
memorized than when I had begun! Frantically I asked my
mom if she had any advice. She suggested I pray about it.
She said that since the verse was about Jesus, He might
want to help me remember what it says. I hadn’t considered
asking for Jesus’s help, but what she said made sense.

So the night before my next Awana meeting I decided to
give prayer a try. As I lay in bed, I asked Jesus for help to
memorize this verse. I told Him how hard I'd worked and
how much I wanted to move forward in the group. I ended
the whole prayer with a little “Amen” as I dozed off to sleep.

That night, I had a simple yet profound dream. I couldn’t
see anything, but I heard a man’s voice reciting the verse I'd
been working so hard to memorize. What made this dream
so indelible was how I felt at the sound of this man’s voice.
I felt safe, at peace, comforted, loved, seen, and excited.
Even those words can’t fully describe the feeling brought by
that voice. And though I couldn’t see anything, and I'd
never heard that voice before, I knew Jesus was the one
speaking.

As quickly as the dream began, once the verse had been
recited the dream ended. I woke up the next morning and
knew the verse by heart! I was so excited! Jesus had heard
my tiny little prayer and helped me out!

Through the years, the verse ended up fading from my
mind so much that I can no longer tell you what it said, but
I have never forgotten that voice. 've walked through many
seasons where I've wavered in my faith and wrestled with
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doubts: Is God real? Did Jesus really exist? Do I actually be-
lieve any of this? Each time I crept close to giving up on my
faith, the memory of that dream would come back to me
like a lifeline, pulling me out of a sea of doubt and remind-
ing me of the tangible reality of that voice and the existence

of the one who spoke.

MY BEST FRIEND/SAVIOR

I'd been taught by my family, Bible clubs, camps, vacation
Bible schools, and the churches I attended that Jesus was
the Son of God who came down from heaven, lived a holy
life, taught divine wisdom, performed miracles, and was
condemned to death on a cross to save us from our sins. He
rose from the dead three days later, and then forty days
after that ascended into heaven. I was also taught that He
would return again at some unknown moment to judge all
humanity.

The way I was raised to engage with Jesus was to ask
Him to be my personal savior, ask His forgiveness when I
sinned, and talk to Him as often as possible. I was encour-
aged by pastors, youth pastors, and Sunday School teachers
to read the Bible daily in order to learn more about Jesus.

I did all this and more. When I was a little girl I would
lie in bed and talk to Him about my day. Sometimes I'd
even pretend my pillow was His lap as I lay there in the
darkness believing that the Light of the World was ever by
my side. As soon as I learned to read, I was reading the
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Bible. I wanted to know everything there was to know
about Jesus and see what He had to say as well.

In my teen years I began to see Him as my best friend:
an epic best friend who had died to save my life, one who
knew everything about me and loved me, and would never
leave my side. My family went through some difficult sea-
sons of extreme poverty, and I saw His hand in providing
food and even a car, just when we needed those things the
most.

In my early twenties I read a book, Your Knight in Shin-
ing Armor by P. “Bunny” Wilson, that talked about going
on dates with Jesus, and I didn’t have to think twice about
incorporating that into my life. I'd plan picnics, walks,
movies, and long drives all with the purpose of spending
alone time with Jesus. Just before the first of these dates,
one of my best friends had a couple of roses delivered to my
house. Jesus seemed to coordinate the timing of their deliv-
ery: They showed up just as I was about to leave.

STRAINED RELATIONSHIP

As beautiful as my relationship with Jesus was, I knew His
deep love wasn’t just for me but for everyone. The more I
learned about Him, the more I loved Him and wanted to
be like Him—especially in how He loved others.

By the time I was 23, while all my friends were graduat-
ing from college, I felt that Jesus was finally calling me to go
to college. I picked a Protestant Christian college where I
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planned to major in the Bible and theology, because I knew
that however I served the Lord, those two subjects would
be helpful. I also wanted to write books that would help
people grow closer to Jesus, so I tacked on a major in jour-
nalism to sharpen my writing skills.

I saw this time as a huge adventure—setting out into the
world to begin a life of learning more about Jesus and min-
istering to others in His name. The hardest part was leaving
all my friends and especially my family behind, but I trusted
that living life for Jesus was worth the sacrifice.

My first semester was amazing, but by finals week things
with my family were falling apart. I'd grown up in a broken
home full of divorce, poverty, and neglect, and as the oldest
of my siblings I felt a great responsibility to take care of
everyone. I was convinced that if I had stayed everything
would have been fine, and I grew to feel a new emotion
toward Jesus: anger. I began to blame Him for my family
falling apart. After all, He was God, which meant He had
known what would happen to my family if I left. And yet
He had asked me to take a leap of faith and go to college.

Since I now found myself angry at the very person I was
studying, I considered quitting school, but I felt like Jesus
was asking me to stay. Despite my anger, I remained. I now
found myself pretending to have affection for Jesus while
harboring deep anger and resentment toward Him.

I lived with this inner conflict for a couple of years:
studying the Bible, going to church, and serving in minis-
try, all while being unable to let go of my anger toward
Jesus. I even began daydreaming about quitting school and
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starting a brand-new life that didn’t involve Him or Chris-
tianity. I couldnt imagine letting go of my anger, and I
figured quitting would be easier. Then I would no longer
feel like a hypocrite and wouldn't have to think about my
broken relationship with Him—the former love of my life.

Of course, Jesus knew what was in my mind and heart. I
still talked to Him, but I avoided addressing my anger with
Him, which made my relationship with Him extremely un-
comfortable.

And then the unexpected happened. Jesus gave me per-
mission to leave Him. I had been daydreaming, per usual,
about leaving school and living my non-Christian, non-
Jesus life when that still, small voice spoke into my heart.

“You are free to go.”

It’s easy to get lost in a daydream about the grass being
greener on the other side of a fence that you think you’ll
never cross. But when given the opportunity to actually
cross the fence, you'll find out whether or not the dream
has substance. In being told I was free to go, my real feel-
ings were immediately revealed.

My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach—not at the
very real thought of leaving everything behind, but at the
thought of living my life without Jesus.

My response to Jesus was immediate: “Where else would
I go, Lord?! You alone have the words of eternal life!
Wait . . . did I just quote Scripture?”

I burst out laughing. My heart was revealed. I wanted to
complain, but I didn’t actually want to go anywhere. This
reality sunk in even more as I reflected on the passage of
Scripture I had quoted. They were the words of Saint Peter
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in the Book of John, Chapter 6. Jesus had just talked about
the importance of eating His flesh and blood only to have
a bunch of His followers, understandably horrified and
confused, leave Him.

Jesus then said to the Twelve, “Do you also want to
leave?” Simon Peter answered him, “Master, to whom
shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have

come to believe and are convinced that you are the Holy

One of God.” (John 6:67-69, NABRE)

In that moment, the bitterness I'd been holding on to for
years faded away. In His deep love and compassion for me,
Jesus had held up a mirror for me to see my heart. I knew
that I didn’t want a life without Christ, and that I needed
to work through my feelings in order to heal my relation-
ship with Him.

The next Sunday, I made Him a promise—one that I
have made every Sunday since: “I love You, Jesus . . . and I
will continue to follow You...no matter what.” I had
made it through a season of doubt, and found my faith in
Jesus to be more sure, and our relationship to be stronger
than ever.

JESUS AND THE CATHOLIC CHURCH
And then Jesus led me to the Catholic Church.

By my early thirties my impression of Catholicism was
that it had little to do with Jesus, and given how important
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He was to me, that meant I wanted nothing to do with
Catholics.

The Catholic Church seemed to be all about the pope,
Mary, the saints, priests, monks, nuns, rituals, rosaries, and
extravagant churches. I saw pictures and statues of Jesus
here and there, but they seemed to be obscured by every-
thing else, like He was a forgotten mascot.

But when I set aside what I thought the Catholic Church
was and started looking at the Church objectively (though
still skeptically), I began to see Jesus everywhere and central
to everything. I saw Jesus in the life of my friend who was
becoming Catholic. I saw Jesus in the devout Catholics
who talked about Him with affection. I saw Jesus in the
lives of the saints who lived and died for Him. I saw Jesus
in art, architecture, liturgy, mass, prayer, the sacraments—
especially Communion.

[ had been afraid that all these “extras” would distract me
from my relationship with Jesus. What I never anticipated
was that they would only deepen my understanding of
Him and my relationship with Him.

Until I became Catholic, my relationship with Jesus felt
like it was all on me. I had to make time for church, read
and memorize the Bible, make sure I prayed, surround my-
self with friends who would encourage me in my faith, read
good books about Jesus, and so on. All of these things were
good and helped me in my faith—but they were all up to
me. This might sound funny, but it was almost like I had a
one-sided relationship with Jesus. Oh sure, He would reach
out—Ilike with the arrival of my roses for our first date, or
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providing food for my family when we were poor—but it
still felt like I'd had to put in a lot of work for Him to do
those things.

There’s this scene in the movie Hizch that kept coming to
mind as I noticed this shift in how I related to Jesus as I
became a Catholic. The character Hitch, played by Will
Smith, makes his living teaching awkward guys how to be
more charming in order to “get the girl” they’re interested
in. His main client in the movie is Albert, a shy accountant
played by Kevin James. The scene that kept playing in my
mind was when Hitch was teaching Albert how to get ready
for his first kiss. Hitch explained that you need to lean in
for the kiss 90 percent of the way, and then hold and let the
gitl come forward that last 10 percent.

An odd analogy, I know, but it’s exactly how I felt! My
whole life, I'd felt like I'd been leaning in that 90 percent in
my relationship with Jesus while hoping and praying that
He would show up and make up that last 10 percent. Now,
granted—He did. So many times! But in retrospect, it felt
like my relationship with Jesus was a lot of work. I had
never questioned it, though, since it was all I'd ever known.

Enter the Catholic Church. I came to learn that all those
things I had perceived as distractions from my relationship
with Jesus were actually gifts from Him to aid in our rela-
tionship!

His mother, Mary, was the first to believe that her son
was the savior of the world, and not only did she put her
faith in Him, but she sacrificed a lot to do so, which made
her an inspiration for me to love Jesus more sacrificially.
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The saints were friends whose love and faith in Christ in-
spired me to be more like them as they strived to be more
like Him. Written prayers, like the one at the beginning of
this chapter, put words to the cries of my heart and often
taught me more about my faith as well. And then there
were the religious and the priests—people whose love for
Jesus led them to abandon everything to serve Him.

These were all amazing new aids to encourage me in my
faith, but the two places I met Christ most intimately were
in confession and in Holy Communion. After years of min-
istering to others, confession was where I was ministered to.
I had always confessed my sins directly to God, but then
had to rely on my own faith and self-talk when I'd doubt if
I was actually forgiven. In confession I was given the gift of
an ear and a voice ordained by God to act in persona Christi:
to hear my list of sins and then let me know that God for-
gave and absolved them, speaking to me on Christ’s behalf.

In persona Christi is a Latin phrase meaning “in the per-
son of Christ.” Catholics don’t believe that the priest is an
intermediary between God and mankind (a common as-
sumption among non-Catholics), but that he stands in the
place of Christ as an authorized representative. This hap-
pens in two specific instances: in confession and during
Mass. It is a grave responsibility and has to be taken seri-
ously by those who are ordained, because the eternal conse-
quences of acting counter to Christ in these two contexts is
condemnation to hell. Good and holy priests are aware of
this and take those roles very seriously, and with great hu-
mility and reverence.
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Holy Communion at Mass was the second place I inti-
mately met Christ. Catholics have believed from the begin-
ning of Christianity that the piece of bread the priest prays
over (consecrates) and then distributes at Mass becomes the
very body, blood, soul, and divinity of Christ Jesus. In the
Communion services I participated in as a Protestant,
whatever spiritual benefit I was supposed to receive from
Communion had to do with how strongly I believed or
focused. In Catholicism, we believe that Jesus literally gives
himself to us in Holy Communion, and that He is present
in that little piece of bread no matter how we feel or if we
are distracted or battling doubts. Once I accepted this truth
about Holy Communion, I was at the church anytime the
doors were open.

I'd spent a lifetime following Christ, going 90 percent in
our relationship, always hoping in faith that He'd go that
last 10 percent. I found in the Catholic Church that Hed
set up an entire system where I didn’t have to do all the
work in my relationship with Him—I just had to show up.
A lifelong burden fell off my shoulders, one I hadn’t real-
ized I'd been carrying. He was going the 90 percent now
and I was going the 10 percent. I just had to show up and
be. He would minister to me through His mother, through
His saints, through His priests, through His sacraments—
through His church.

And just around the corner, after I became Catholic,
Jesus was about to open my eyes to another level of inti-
macy with Him. One that it seemed He'd been hinting at
my entire life.
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MARRIED TO JESUS

On August 14, 2016, I was camping near Crater Lake in
Southern Oregon with some friends when I woke up early
one morning from a recurring nightmare. The dream was
always the same: I was in a church, dressed in a wedding
dress and ready to walk down the aisle. All my friends and
family were there but the groom was nowhere to be seen. In
fact, I never knew who I was about to marry! I'd anxiously
stand there in my wedding dress filled with fear and doubt.
Who was this guy? My friends and family seemed to ap-
prove, but I wasn't sure that I did. I'd be sick to my stomach
as | walked down the aisle, dreading the vow I was about to
make. The dream would always end before the groom ever
got there.

I'd been having that same dream a couple times a year
since my early twenties. When I woke that morning, I lay
in bed and reflected on this nightmare that had plagued me
for over ten years. It had been almost a year since I'd be-
come Catholic, and I had been trying to figure out what
Jesus wanted me to do with my life. I noticed that it was
4:30 A.M., so I decided to get up and go for a stroll to watch
the sunrise.

I used to joke that I'd had a crush on every guy I'd ever
met. Some crushes lasted a minute or two and others quite a
bit longer, with the dream of marriage always on my mind.
And yet, since becoming Catholic I couldn’t stop thinking
about becoming a sister. In the Catholic Church, sisters
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who make their vows are married to Jesus and will often
even wear a wedding ring showing their commitment to
Christ. I had learned that nuns were married to Jesus while
I was in high school and loved the idea, but since I hadn’t
been Catholic I'd had to settle for my little dates with Jesus.

However, I was Catholic now. That shifted the idea of
being married to Jesus into the realm of reality, and I
couldn’t shake the thought.

My stroll took me to a dock sitting on Diamond Lake,
the sight of our campgrounds. I walked out and sat at the
end of the dock as traces of light began to fill the summer
sky. Why did I keep having this dream? I'd never had any
issues with marriage, and yet this dream haunted me. I
thought back over my life and mused about my many
crushes. All of them had something in common: They all
loved Jesus and, on some level, they all reminded me of
Jesus. While that wasn't a surprise to me, I felt like I was
seeing it in a brand-new way. Just as slowly as the sun shed
light while rising, so Jesus began to shed light onto my
heart’s true desires. I saw in my desire for romance and
marriage and love a deeper desire—for Him. I reflected on
my relationship with Jesus through the years: His faithful-
ness, His protection, His guidance, His comfort, His love.

The thought struck me that I was like the leading lady in
a romantic comedy. There was always some guy I was inter-
ested in, and all the while my guy-best-friend who was
head-over-heels in love with me waited in the friend zone
for the moment He could finally sweep in and be with me.

“Oh, Jesus.” I laughed out loud, breaking the silence of
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that cool morning. “Here I am, interested in every guy out
there while You're the patient best friend who is actually in
love with me.”

My laughter faded fast as I realized the statement I'd just
made wasn’t a joke. I felt as though Jesus was suddenly very
real and very present on that dock—very lovingly and seri-
ously agreeing with what I'd just said.

“Oh my...” I whispered. “You really are the patient
best friend who is in love with me.”

I was quiet again. I knew at that moment Jesus was invit-
ing me on another journey—He was calling me to seek
Him further in religious life. I still had a lot to work through
before I'd be ready to make any big decisions about being a
sister or a nun, but I now knew this was the path He was
asking me to take. I felt like I was being proposed to.

Soberly, I said yes.

On August 14, 2020—four years to the day that Jesus
proposed to me on a dock on Diamond Lake, I officially
entered religious life—freely following my patient best
friend and the many adventures He had in store for me.

The wedding nightmares never returned.
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