Philip Knights
When I was asked to write this I felt out of my comfort zone. It brought to mind memories of being a student and being exposed to Evangelicals for the first time. They told stories of how they had been so unhappy and had done various things they were ashamed of but then had met Jesus and now that they knew him to be their personal Lord and saviour they were really full of unalloyed joy. The thing is I have never had those experiences and I never felt those feelings. I had grown up in a Christian family where church going was a normal part of life – my Father was the Church warden of our Norfolk village Church and my Mother the Sunday School teacher, and life in a rather old-fashioned Church of England parish was an integral part of who we were. I never had a sense of certainty about God but in the midst of my uncertainty I trusted. Indeed I have been more often aware of my unknowing than my knowing as I find myself before the Mystery of God. Yes, I have had fun in my life of faith, but I’ve also had dark times, times of doubt – and those have often proved to be times of real spiritual growth. I can’t point to a particular time when I was converted. Rather my whole life seems to have been a journey, which may yet have more twists and turns, I certainly have yet to get to journey’s end but have a quiet confidence that somehow that end is God.
In my journey several things have been important to me. My family and the experience of security and love and the normality of faith must count first. When I left home to go to University, College Chapel just seemed a natural part of my life. I started serving at the Altar and grew in love of the Liturgy. In Oxford I fitted more and more into Anglo-Catholic ways; taking delight in the shape and tradition and colour and smell and music and beauty of ritual and sacraments. I regularly walked to Walsingham with the Student Cross pilgrimage each Holy Week which opened me to an ecumenism and a very positive experience of Modern Catholicism and instilled in me a deep devotion to Our Lady. Another big thing in my faith life at that time was a passion for justice and peace and the duty of Christians to be in solidarity with the poor: a heady mix of an Anglo-Catholic tradition of socialism and Liberation Theology further took me away from the shallow individualism I found in some Christian circles. And yes I was undoubtedly a precocious and precious intellectual snob. Reading theology and philosophy fascinated me and I developed a still intense admiration for the writings of Karl Rahner. I also grew in love for the writings of the Mystics, particularly St John of the Cross. (You may have already guessed that language of the dark night of the soul, the secret stair and the night that guided me would appeal to me!)
In my journey I have had to make decisions. I decided to offer myself, with some trepidation, for the Anglican Priesthood. I spent an extraordinary time at the College of the Resurrection, Mirfield. This was a formative time in which my knowledge and understanding of the things of God – and of the human – increased. When some years later the Church of England changed around me and decided that her orders were not those of the undivided Church but that the General Synod had the right to change them I found myself in a quandary. At one level my sense of justice made me sympathetic to those who wished to see women priests, but my sense of the Church and authority in the Church made me feel alienated from how Anglicanism now understood itself. I then realised that the right place for someone with my spirituality, my understanding of social issues, my understanding of liturgy and theology was in fact in the Catholic Church. After the painful tensions of the late 1980s and early 1990s, finally coming into full communion with the successor of St Peter was a relief, a pleasure and a homecoming.
