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Even though we were in the 

country my parish was full of live-
ly, committed Christians from a 
wide range of denominational back-
grounds. We had regular Bible stud-
ies, a warm and uplifting form of 
worship, and a strong emphasis on 
evangelism and spiritual renewal. 
People were growing in the faith and 
the church was doubling in size. 

Naturally, the people were 
shocked when I told them that I 
had decided to resign from the An-
glican ministry and be received into 
full communion with the Catholic 
Church.  Some had been listening 
closely to my preaching and had seen 
the whole crisis coming. Others were 
angry and accusatory: “You are being 
disloyal to your own troubled church, 

and even worse, you’re challenging 
the validity of our own Christian 
lives. Still others were confused and 
frustrated. One faithful Methodist 
lady, who came to our church with 
her Anglican husband, summed it 
up nicely: “Surely the only thing that 
matters is how much we love Jesus!”

Her question was difficult to 
answer, not because there was no 
answer, but because there were too 
many. In a sense my Methodist friend 
had expressed both the right question 
and the right answer. How much do 
we love Jesus, and how can we be sure 
that we are loving Jesus and not just 

Which Jesus are you following?
by Dwight Longenecker

My dream had come true. I had come to England from 
fundamentalist America to become an Anglican country 
parson like the poet George Herbert. After completing my 
theological training, I was ordained and wound up as the 
vicar of two ancient country churches with a large country 
vicarage. God gave me a rewarding and satisfying ministry. 
However, my friendships with the local Benedictine monks, 
and the continued drift of modern Anglicanism into ‘cafeteria 
Christianity’ led me to the most difficult yet rewarding 
decision  of my life.
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During the past few years particularly, there have been hundreds of pastors and laymen of every conceivable religious 
tradition showing intense interest in the truths of the Catholic Faith and entering with great joy into the Catholic Church. 
The purpose of The Coming Home Network International (CHNetwork) is to provide fellowship, encouragement and 
support for these men and women who are somewhere along the journey or have already been received into the Catholic 
Church. 

In cooperation with the Catholic Bishops, The Coming Home Network International was established to help inquiring 
clergy as well as laity of other traditions return home, and then be at home, in the Catholic Church by providing:

• Programs and literature that give clear expression of the Catholic Faith through 
 The Journey Home–Monday Evenings on EWTN, and the on-going publication, 
 The CHNetwork Journal, 
• Contacts, assistance, and fellowship for those who are considering coming into 
 full communion with the Catholic Church, 
• Continued fellowship and encouragement for those who have entered the 
 Church, and want to live fully Catholic lives, 
• Advocacy with the Church hierarchy to help them discern and discuss how they 
 are to continue serving once they have come home.

Would You Like to Help Protestant Clergy and Laity 
Enter the Catholic Church?

To find out how you can help the work of the Coming Home Network, 
please write to us or visit our website at http://www.chnetwork.org 
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our idea of Jesus?
I had seen so many Jesuses 

amongst different Christians, and 
each one strangely resembling each 
particular Christian. Charismatics 
saw a Spirit-filled prophet of God.  
People concerned with justice and 
peace saw a radical revolutionary who 
spoke for the poor.  Intellectuals saw 
a Jesus who was cleverer than any-
body else and suffered for it. Tasteful 
Christians saw a Jesus who was a kind 
of persecuted poet. The list went on 
and on. 

More importantly, I began to 
realize that my own Jesus was likewise 
a reflection of myself. By nature, I’m 
inclined to be intel-
lectual, contempla-
tive, and intuitive. 
As a result, the Jesus 
I followed pondered 
problems, went out to 
the wilderness to pray, 
and found crowds of 
people difficult. My 
Jesus was one who 
walked a lonely path to a distant 
cross because that’s how I was walking 
through life myself.

To follow Christ, however, 
means to lose yourself, not to worship 
yourself. More and more I wanted an 
objective Jesus—one who was not 
my own reflection. I wanted a Christ 
who was cosmic, not a Christ who 
was comfy. 

Where was this Jesus to be 
found? The answer was crucial: in 
the incarnation. In other words, in 
his body, and where was his body 
to be found? The Scriptures were 
clear about this. The Holy Spirit had 
inspired Paul to say that the body 
of Christ was to be found in the 
Church. 

I had been taught that the 
Church was the body of Christ in 
a symbolic way—that everyone in a 
particular congregation should work 
together like members of a body. 
But the emphasis in that teaching 

was on only one half of the image: it 
stressed ‘body’ — not Christ. When 
I put the two together and saw the 
church as the body of Christ a win-
dow opened.

As an Evangelical I had been 
taught that the different churches 
were all man-made organizations 
which were useful, but essentially 
un-necessary. Suddenlt in my reflec-
tions, however, I saw the Church as 
the mystical body of Christ—a living, 
dynamic organism empowered by 
the Holy Spirit to continue the work 
of the risen Lord in the world. The 

Church was suddenly a sacrament of 
Christ. In my brothers and sisters I 
could find Jesus. In my service to the 
Church I could find Jesus. In our wor-
ship I could find Jesus. In obedience 
to the teaching of the church I could 
find Jesus. By immersing myself in 
the Church I was immersing myself 
into Jesus himself and transcending 
the limitations of my personal walk 
with the Lord.

But another shock awaited me. 
St Paul also had used the image of 
the Body of Christ to designate the 
Eucharistic bread and wine. The two 
parts of the Body of Christ—the 
church and the communion—were 
intermingled in St. Paul’s teaching: 
‘The bread which we break is a shar-
ing of the body of Christ. We are all 
members of one body because we all 
share in the one bread.’ The other 
objective and powerful way to meet 
the real Lord Jesus Christ in a per-
sonal way was through the Eucharist. 

There Church and Christ were one in 
communion. This experience of com-
munion and Church was personal but 
not subjective. It was emotional, but 
not merely emotion. It was particular 
and universal at the same time. But it 
was also Catholic.

All of this new understanding 
took place while I was still an Angli-
can. For a few years I carried on be-
lieving that it was possible to remain  
a good Anglican while being ‘catholic’ 
in my theology, prayer and worship 
practice. Then through various crises 
in the Anglican church I began to ask 
further questions about authority in 
the church. I was excited that through 

communion and 
church I  could 
experience Jesus 
Christ in a way that 
was both particu-
lar and universal, 
but how could I 
be sure that I was 
sharing in as full an 
experience of this 

universal Christ as possible? 
Along my whole faith journey 

I had wanted more, not less. I had 
wanted to affirm all the good things of 
my Evangelical upbringing, but also 
all the good things of Anglicanism. 
Increasingly I wanted also to affirm 
all the goodness within Orthodoxy 
and Catholicism as well.

As an Anglican with increas-
ingly Catholic sensibilities, I began 
to wonder whether my experience of 
Christ within the Anglican Church 
was simply a larger version of the 
individualistic Christ I had experi-
enced within Evangelicalism. In other 
words, if the Evangelical Christian 
was inclined to find a ‘Jesus’ who 
was rather like himself, couldn’t the 
same be said on the denominational 
level as well? 

Sure enough, Anglicans wor-
shipped a very Anglican Jesus—a 
refined, soft-spoken gentleman, 
tolerant, tasteful, and forgiving, who  
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eventually was persecuted by the bar-
baric, bigoted religious people. There 
was much that was good and true in 
this Anglican Jesus, but there was also 
a lot missing.

The problem with a Jesus who 
is only personal is that he becomes 
private property. There were only 
two ways around this problem of 
the merely personal Jesus. One way 
was the Anglican way in which every 
opinion is tolerated and encouraged. 
By allowing every personal Jesus 
— even heretical ones — the Angli-
can hopes to obtain a comprehensive 
Jesus. 

The other option was to break 

a w a y  t o 
form a new independent group where 
everyone shares the same vision of 
Jesus—one which considers itself the 
lone true one. 

The first way is called latitudi-
narianism — or indifferentism. The 
second way is called sectarianism. In 
the first option every type of personal 
Jesus is tolerated; in the second, only 
one.

But surely both ways had an 
element of truth? All the different 
personal Jesuses reflect a dimension of 
our Lord, yet there had to be one that 
was the fullest, the most complete ex-
perience of Christ. Somewhere there 
had to be a Church that embraced 
all the varied portraits of Jesus while 
still holding up an objective Christ 
who transcended and completed all 
the partial portraits. If Jesus’ promise 
to be with us always was true, and if 
the Church was the mystical body of 
Christ, then there had to be a Church 
which presented an objective Christ 

to the world in a personal way.
To offer a universal Christ in 

a personal way the Church had to 
speak with an authority that was 
bigger than any one individual. That 
authority had to have certain traits to 
offer a Christ that was both personal 
and universal.

I began to draw up a little list to 
outline what traits such an authority 
ought to have. 

First, such an authority would 
need to be historical. In order to give 
me a Jesus which was bigger than me 
this church’s teaching and experience 
had to be rooted in history. Through 
this I could share in a Christian ex-

perience which transcended my own 
personal feelings and background.

Second, this authority had to be 
objective. In other words, it couldn’t 
be subject to my personal whims, 
the whims of my local pastor or any 
local prophet or teacher. The author-
ity had to operate above the interests 
and concerns of the church itself. To 
prove its objectivity, this authority 
had to be spread out over a large 
number of people over a long period 
of time while remaining consistent in 
its themes and purpose.

Third and connected with the 
previous criterion of objectivity, this 
authority should be universal. It 
cannot be the voice of just one per-
son, one nationality, one theological 
grouping or one pressure group. This 
authority has to transcend geographi-
cal, cultural, and intellectual bound-
aries. It also has to transcend time. It 
has to be universal down through the 
age, connecting authentically with 
every age.

Fourth, if this authority was to 
be universal it must also be particular; 
it must be specified in a particular 
place and through a particular person. 
It could not be just a vague ‘body of 
teaching’ or some kind of ‘consen-
sus of the faithful’. To speak to me 
personally it must speak with a clear, 
particular and authentic voice. If it is 
particular, then it also has to be able 
to speak to particular problems and 
circumstances. A particular authority 
will apply the universal truths of the 
gospel to particular problems with 
confidence.

Fifth, this authority should be 
intellectually satisfying. While it must 

be simple enough 
for every person to 
understand and obey, 
it must also be chal-
lenging enough for 
the world’s great-
est philosophers. As 
St. Jerome said of 
Scripture, ‘it must be 

shallow enough for a lamb to wade 
and deep enough for an elephant to 
swim.’ This authority must be intel-
lectually coherent within itself, and 
it must be able to engage confidently 
with all other intellectual religions 
and philosophical systems. Further-
more, if it is intellectually satisfying 
it must offer a world view which is 
complete without being completely 
closed. In other words, there must 
be both answers and questions which 
still remain.

Finally, this authority needs 
to be Scriptural. Since Scripture is a 
primary witness to the revelation, this 
authority should be both rooted in 
Scripture, and founded by Scripture. 
If it is Scriptural it will also look to 
Scripture continually as a source of 
inspiration and guidance. While this 
authority will flow from Scripture it 
will also confirm Scripture and offer 
the right interpretation with confi-
dence, never contradicting Scripture 
but always working to further its 
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illumination.
If an authority could be shown 

to fulfill all six of these traits, then 
this was a good confirmation that 
the authority was not ephemeral and 
merely human but of divine origin. 
If this authority could be found then 
it would be able to give my personal 
experience of Jesus Christ the univer-
sal depth and breadth to lift me out 
of worshipping the Jesus created in 
my own image—which, essentially, 
is the worship of myself.

In the midst of my pastoral 
responsibilities, I could not rest until 
I either identified this Church or ac-
cepted with dismay its nonexistance. 
And I did find it--and it was the 
Catholic Church.

However, I still felt that I could 
be a good Catholic while remain-
ing an Anglican. According to my 
Evangelical view that denominations 
ultimately didn’t matter, one could 
subscribe to Catholic views while 
remaining in another denomination. 
But something still niggled at me. 
How could I claim to be “Catholic” 
while I was rejecting one of Cathol-
icism’s basic principles — that being 
Catholic meant being in full com-
munion with the head of the family 
of the Catholic Church, the Bishop 
of Rome? How could I be Catholic 
while rejecting the rock on which the 
Catholic Church was built?

I then came across a famous 
book by John Henry Cardinal New-
man: “An Essay on the Development 
of Christian Doctrine.” In a logically 
clear, yet dense passage he wrote:

If Christianity is both social 
and dogmatic, and intended 
for all ages, it must, humanly 
speaking, have an infallible 
expounder, else you will 
secure unity of form at the 
loss of unity of doctrine, or 
unity of doctrine at the loss 
of unity of form; you will 
have to choose between a 

comprehension of opinions 
and a resolution into parties; 
between latitudinarian and 
sectarian error... You must 
accept the whole or reject 
the whole ... it is trifling to 
receive all but something 
which is as integral as any 
other portion. Thus it would 
be trifling indeed to accept 
everything Catholic except 
the head of the body of 
Christ on earth.’

In other words, if I wanted 
a Catholic fullness of the faith, I 
couldn’t pick and choose. How could 
have fullness if I’m still the one decid-
ing what is “full” and what isn’t? To 
accept the body of Christ in its full-
ness one has to accept it all. That’s 
what fullness implies. 

I was reticent to give up my 
ministry, our beautiful home, my 
churches, and congregations, so I 
decided to remain in the Anglican 
Church yet accept the authority of the 
Pope. It became clear, however, that 
I could not accept the Pope without 
submitting to his teaching, and his 
teaching was unequivicable: to enjoy 
the fullness of the faith I had to be in 
full communion with the faith.

St Paul’s word’s haunted me. 
There was one bread and one body. 
We who are one body share in the one 
bread. Eventually I became convinced 
that the only way for my personal 
vision of Jesus to be enlarged to a uni-
versal experience of the risen Lord was 
to be received into full communion 
and personal union with his Body on 
earth—the universal Church.

Once my family and I became 
Catholics, I felt like I was having an 
“overdose of reality.” There was some-
thing concrete and tangible about the 
Catholic Church I had never experi-
enced in other churches. It wasn’t all 
nice, either. There were things I didn’t 
like and which I couldn’t do anything 
about. The sacrifices we had to make  

brought hardships to our marriage 
and our financial situation. But there 
was also a crystal clear and beautiful 
hardness to the Church. I began to see 
that the mystical body of Christ on 
earth also has to have a physical and 
visible dimension. As Christ took a 
real physical body in the incarnation, 
so for his work to continue, his body 
on earth had to be real, historical, 
and physical. Docetism is the heresy 
which says Christ never took a real 
physical body, but only seemed to be 
incarnate. My Evangelical view that 
saw the Church as only invisible was 
a sort of ecclesiastical docetism. The 
new, and sometimes uncomfortable, 
reality I felt in the Catholic Church 
was a sign of its really being a sacra-
mental presence of the risen Lord in 
the world.
 We have now been Catholics 
for nearly six years. The other weekend 
I was asked to lead a retreat for a home 
fellowship group. The members were 
all young Christians in their twenties 
and thirties, many of whom were 
converts to Catholicism. We spoke 
at some length about the future of 
Christianity, and the great things God 
was doing in the Church today. At the 
end of the day I asked them what they 
wanted most of all for themselves and 
the Church.

After much thought, a young 
man named Tony said, “I want my 
personal experience of Jesus to be as 
wide as the whole universe. I want 
the cosmic Christ to be my personal 
Christ.”

Tony was expressing what I had 
found within the Catholic Church. 
While many churches have one or 
more of the traits of authentic uni-
versal authority, only the Catholic 
Church has all seven. She stretches 
through history not only back to 
the Apostles, but through the Jews 
to Abraham our father in faith. 
She is objective because her teach-
ing transcends individual opinions 
and pressure groups. Her authority 
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is universal, stretching across every 
continent as well as across time, and 
yet it is particular because it speaks 
through one person to the particular 
needs of real people at a particular 
time. Anyone who has dipped into 
the teachings of the Catholic Church 
will find them systematic, compre-
hensive, and yet challenging and 
open. If these teachings close doors, 
they also open windows. Finally, the 
Catholic Church is deeply Scriptural 
in all her worship, prayer and teach-
ings. Because she also makes the 
scandalous (in human terms) claim 
to be a divinely founded body, she 
fulfils the seven traits which indicate 
a universal authority.

The Catholic Church offers 
individuals a personal experience of 
Christ which is truly universal. This 
wider experience can only happen 
as the individual submits and sub-
merges himself into the vast experi-
ence, which is the universal Church. 
Through joyful submission to the 
authority of the universal Church the 
personal experience of Jesus Christ is 
enlarged beyond all our imagining. 
We thought we had it all and we real-
ize that all we had was ourselves.

Becoming a Catholic is like be-
ing in The Last Battle, that last book 

of the Narnia series. After the children 
enter the real Narnia they find every-
thing is real, and everything belongs 
to them. They run ever faster and 
with more and more joy they cry with 
all creation, ‘Further up and further 
in!’ Indeed, through the mystery of 
the Catholic Church everything in 
the universe becomes our own. This 
universal unity was expressed by St 
Paul in his letter to the Corinthians: 
“...everything belongs to you...the 
world, life or death, the present or 
the future, all belongs to you, and you 
belong to Christ and Christ belongs 
to God.” My own experience is the 
beautifully understated praise of the 
psalmist, “O Lord, you have placed 
my feet in a large room.”

In his highly influential book, 
Christendom Awake, the English Do-
minican, Aidan Nichols sums it up:

It is, then, quite false 
to regard submission to the 
Church’s public doctrine as a 
barrier to personal spiritual 
development. The contrary 
is the case. Rather, the accep-
tance of doctrine - as Chester-
ton indicated in Orthodoxy 
- ushers the self into a wider 

 

 Dwight Longenecker was an 
Anglican minister before he converted to 
the Catholic Church.  He now works as 
Southwest District Organizer for the St. 
Barnabas Society -- the Coming Home 
Network’s English counterpart.  He is 
also active as a Catholic writer and 
broadcaster.  Dwight and Alison have 
four children -- Benedict, Madeleine, 
Theodore and Elias.

 Search and Rescue
 by Patrick Madrid

You don’t have to become a biblical scholar or a theologian to be an effective spokesman 
for the Catholic Faith. In fact, even though you don’t know all the answers and can’t 
explain every aspect of the Faith, you can begin winning souls to the Church right 
now… using prayer, friendship, and common sense.

It sounds almost to good to be true, but in Search and Rescue Patrick Madrid explains 
why these are among the most effective, time tested methods for bringing family and friends 
into – or back into – the Church. As the publisher of Envoy magazine, the author of many apologetics books, 
and a veteran defender of the Faith, Madrid himself has used these methods successfully for years.

But Madrid doesn’t give you only the benefit of his own considerable experience: in Search and Rescue  he also 
includes simple and genial advice from St. Francis of Assisi, St. Augustine, and other great lovers of God. Get 
Search and Rescue – the book that shows you how you can start winning souls of Christ today!
     Available now from the Coming Home Network call  800-664-5110 or goto www.chnetwork.org

room where, in the words of 
St John of the Cross, ‘Mine 
are the heavens and mine is 
the earth; mine are the people, 
the righteous are mine and 
mine are the sinner the angels 
are mine and the Mother of 
God, and all things are mine, 
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In 1950, I was born into a 
Catholic family, the second of five 
children. We lived in Merida, the 
capital city of Yucatan, Mexico, until 
we immigrated to the eastern part of 
the United States when I was almost 
two years old. Living for a short 
time in Manhattan, I spent my first 
three years of grammar school at Our 
Lady of Lourdes. When I was eight 
years old we moved up north to the 
Bronx, where I attended Immaculate 
Conception School. My parents were 
firm believers in the importance of 
Catholic education, so when I gradu-
ated in 1964, they sent me to Mount 
Saint Michael Academy, an all boy’s 
high school run by Marist Brothers. 
I graduated in 1969.

I had been baptized, confirmed, 
and catechized a Catholic, yet I do 
not remember ever thinking seriously, 
during my high school years, about 
personally turning toward God and 
away from sin by making a heartfelt 
commitment to Christ. Like many 
teens, the Church’s proclamation of 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ just didn’t 
seem relevant to my life. I didn’t 
actually think this through, or make 
a conscious choice to be an atheist. 
Rather I just assumed that the Church 
had nothing to say to me. Aside from 
the usual things that teens experi-

enced, I lived my late teens in the 
“adversary culture” of the late 1960s 
— the Woodstock generation, the 
protests against US involvement in 
Vietnam, and the counter-culture’s 
spiritual and moral critiques of the 
emptiness and inauthenticity of the 
established society.

Many of my boyhood friends 
were swept up into the “adversary 
culture,” with its drugs and music, 
and its philosophy of ‘free love,’ ab-
solute freedom, and self-expression. 
Thankfully, I and several close friends 
resisted the dynamic of this culture. I 
knew that drugs, sex (and more sex), 
and rock n’roll was not the answer to 
life’s meaning and purpose. 

In my resistance, I began to 
ask myself the questions, “Does God 
exist?” and “If He does, why did He 
make me?”  Not knowing where to 
turn for answers to these questions, 
I read some of the literary works of 
French authors like Jean Paul Sartre 
and Albert Camus, and popular writ-
ers like Herman Hesse, among others. 
I was searching for some direction to 
my life, for answers to the questions, 
“Who am I?” and “Why am I here?”  
It was the summer of 1970.

That summer I went to Europe 
for the first time. In Amsterdam, I 
met a girl at a youth hostel who told 

me about a community in Switzer-
land called L’Abri Fellowship. What 
I remember mostly from our con-
versation this one summer evening 
is simply this -- L’Abri was a center 
where people, mostly young, came 
from diverse cultures and religious 
backgrounds searching for answers 
to questions about God, man, the 
world, and the meaning of life. I don’t 
remember her telling me that L’Abri 
was an Evangelical Christian commu-
nity. Oh yes, I especially remember 
her saying that staying at L’Abri was 
free for the first ten days, and for a guy 
who was on a tight budget, L’Abri was 
the place to be. So a few days later I 
left for Huemoz, Switzerland, a little 
village about seven miles up into the 
Swiss Alps, near the city of Montreux, 
about two hours from Geneva.

The first person I met at L’Abri 
was Os Guinness, whom I later came 
to know as a first-rate thinker and 
deeply committed Christian. While 
he was deciding where I would I 
stay, he invited me to lunch and 
gave me a copy of Francis Schaeffer’s 
classic book, The God Who is There. 
Schaeffer, along with his wife Edith, 
founded L’Abri Fellowship in 1955. 
They established L’Abri for the pur-
pose of evangelizing people for Jesus 
Christ by demonstrating the character 

My Journey Home
By Dr. Eduardo J. Echeverria

“You made us for Yourself and our hearts find no peace until they rest in You.” In this 
statement, the philosopher-theologian St. Augustine of Hippo (A.D. 354-430) claimed 
that nothing less than God can completely satisfy the restless quest of man for peace—for 
the truth, for the good, for happiness. In other words, God is our ultimate fulfillment. 
This was also the sentiment of the openning question and answer of the Baltimore Cat-
echism: “‘Why did God make you?’ God made me to know Him, love Him, and serve 
Him in this world, and to be happy with Him for ever in the next.” I did not, however, 
always know the answer to that question.
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and reality of God by the way the 
community lived, taught, and prayed. 
You can imagine my surprise, more 
exactly, my bewilderment, when I 
got to L’Abri and learned that the 
singularly unique purpose of this 
community was to present the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ as the answer to all of 
life’s basic questions, and hence that 
nothing less than God, they claimed, 
could completely satisfy my restless 
quest for truth, for the good, for 
happiness.

After ten days at L’Abri, I re-
sponded by fleeing the place. More 
exactly, I was fleeing God. I rational-
ized leaving by telling others and 
myself that Christian faith required a 
demanding change of life that wasn’t 
really for me. Thus 
I left, hitchhiking to 
Rome with a friend 
who had met up with 
me at L’Abri.

But God was not 
going to let me get 
away from Him that 
easily. Exhausted from 
hitchhiking and run-
ning out of money, I found myself 
a couple of weeks later unable to get 
into Spain without a visa. One night 
in a French town bordering Spain, 
I met two American guys. I found 
myself telling them about L’Abri. 
It suddenly struck me that I was 
persuading them to accompany me 
back, and the L’Abri community, with 
genuine, Christian charity, welcomed 
me with open arms.

From that moment on, I never 
looked back. I spent the rest of the 
summer there and I came to respond 
in faith through God’s grace to the 
fundamental Truth that the ultimate 
fulfillment of life to which God calls 
us is in Jesus Christ -- the love of the 
Father manifested in the gift of the 
Son and communicated by the Holy 
Spirit. I now knew the truth that God 
put us in the world to know, to love, 
and to serve Him. This is true not just 

as a matter of faith, for in contrast to 
those who say that there are no ratio-
nal grounds for such believing, I dis-
covered that Christian commitment 
was reasonable. It involved an assent 
of the mind, which meant intellectu-
ally accepting that certain things are 
true, and that faith and reason are not 
antagonists, but rather allies -- that 
there are sound arguments for the 
reasonableness of the Christian faith. 
However, this was just the beginning 
of my journey home.

In the summer of 1970, I came 
wholeheartedly to acknowledge, as-
sent to, and believe in Jesus Christ as 
my Savior and Lord. I responded in 
faith, repentance, and obedience to 
what was done for me at my infant 

baptism some 20 years earlier. The 
sacrament of baptism had “incor-
porated” me into the Church, that 
is, into Christ when the new life of 
grace was communicated to me by the 
Church. This heartfelt appropriation 
of salvation, therefore, ratified what 
had been done for me at my baptism 
when Jesus Christ received me into 
His Church, and I was “born again” 
into the Body of Christ. 

At that, however, in 1970 I 
did not see any essential connection 
between the sacrament of baptism, 
spiritual rebirth, and salvation. In 
fact, Francis Schaeffer insisted that 
I be baptized again when I made my 
public confession of faith before the 
L’Abri community. Being a neophyte, 
I trusted Schaeffer’s judgment. He 
taught that baptism as an external 
rite actually effects nothing, and plays 
no role in determining our spiritual 

state before God in Christ. Years later, 
when I was more theologically ma-
ture, I realized that Schaeffer, a Pres-
byterian Calvinist, like the Roman 
Catholic, the Eastern Orthodox, the 
Anglican, and the Lutheran, under-
stood the rite of baptism to have some 
covenantal meaning. Still, he did not 
believe, what I later came to accept 
as the truth of Catholic teaching, 
that the act of baptism itself actually 
effected the grace of regeneration, 
washing away the stain of Adam’s 
original sin which we, as children of 
Adam, inherited.

Shortly after returning to the 
USA, I moved to Chicago with a 
good Christian friend I had met at 
L’Abri. My Christian experience at 

L’Abri had given 
direction to my 
life in more than 
one sense. It was 
there that I dis-
cerned my calling 
to the academic 
life, particularly to 
studying philoso-
phy and theology. 

With two years of college work to 
finish, however, where was I to go?

Through this concatination of 
Christian friends, I enrolled at Trin-
ity Christian College, in suburban 
Chicago, in the fall of 1971. Once 
at Trinity, I was introduced to the 
neo-Calvinist Amsterdam school of 
philosophy and theology, and began 
to study the great theological writings 
of Herman Dooyeweerd, Abraham 
Kuyper, Herman Bavinck, and G.C. 
Berkouwer. I graduated from Trinity 
in June 1973, having spent my last 
semester abroad in the Netherlands 
participating in a Trinity program at 
the University of Leiden. My plan 
was to do graduate studies at the Free 
University of Amsterdam, the bastion 
of the Amsterdam school of philoso-
phy and theology. It was the summer 
of 1973, and I was now a committed 
Christian in the Reformed tradition 
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of Dutch neo-Calvinism.
At this point in my journey 

home, I understood the one Christian 
faith to have many interpretations 
and expressions: Roman Catholic, 
Eastern Orthodox, Lutheran, Evan-
gelical, etc. I had come to accept 
the Reformed tradition as the most 
authentic interpretation of the Chris-
tian faith. Central in this tradition 
were the writings of the Protestant 
reformer John Calvin (1509-64) and 
Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920), theo-
logian, politician, and founder of the 
Free University of Amsterdam. 

This tradition’s unique under-
standing of the biblical themes of 
creation, fall, and redemption built 
upon the intellectual formation I 
had received at L’Abri. 
The world, including 
man and his works, is 
an actual manifestation 
and exercise of God’s 
goodness and gift of 
creation. At the same 
time, there is also fall-
enness, evil, destructive 
powers, idols, and yes, 
sin, as violation of the will and pur-
pose of God. The whole of creation 
is fallen. Thanks be to God, however, 
His work of redemption was cosmic 
in scope, restoring life in its fullness 
and delivering the whole creation, in-
cluding man and all his works, not the 
least of which is the life of the mind, 
from sin. Furthermore, God called us 
in Christ to be His co-workers by co-
operating in His mission for renewal, 
for realizing His Kingdom, for mak-
ing the world holy. In the phrase of 
Nicholas Wolterstorff, neo-Calvinism 
is a world-formative Christianity, a 
tradition of holy worldliness.

After eight years in Amsterdam, 
I received my Ph. D. in September 
1981. I had become steeped in the 
Amsterdam school of philosophy 
and theology. Still, I was restless. 
The liturgical life of the church in 
the Reformed tradition was deeply 

unsatisfying. My studies of the his-
tory of the Catholic Church led me 
to discover that the Church had an 
ancient liturgy that was rooted in her 
sacramental life, a life that was wholly 
biblical and evangelical, that is, flow-
ing directly from the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. I became convinced that the 
Reformed tradition wrongly rejected 
the Catholic Church’s teaching about 
the sacraments, the liturgy, especially 
the sacrifice of the Mass, and her 
piety, as it was chiefly expressed in 
the Council of Trent. This was a first 
but nonetheless decisive break for me 
with some aspects of the Reformed 
tradition.

Over the next eight years I 
examined, and found wanting, other 

aspects of classical Reformed Protes-
tantism, particularly the doctrines of 
sola fide and sola scriptura. St. Thomas 
Aquinas, John Henry Newman and 
John Paul II helped me move even 
closer to Roman Catholicism -- I 
became an Anglo-Catholic. 

By fall 1991, I had held teach-
ing posts in South Africa, the USA, 
and Canada, and by the next spring, 
1992, everything in my mind and 
heart was converging to Rome. I 
was ready to heed Christ’s call to 
embrace His Body, the Catholic 
Church, as the One True Fold—her 
antiquity; her unity; her orthodoxy; 
her Magisterium, or teaching author-
ity, manifested in all teachings about 
faith and morals, that Christ had 
founded in Peter and his apostolic 
successors; her episcopal hierarchy; 
and her mission to teach all nations 
and to preach the gospel to every 

creature, so that all men may attain 
salvation, faith, baptism, and the 
fulfillment of the commandments. 
All of this I now accepted as wholly 
evangelical. As I put it to my last 
Anglican pastor, everything that drew 
me to Anglo-Catholicism was Roman 
Catholic in origin, and the Holy 
Spirit was now guiding me to accept 
the fullness of Truth in the Catholic 
Church. “Rome sweet home” (to 
quote the title of Scott and Kimberly 
Hahn’s popular book).

The Apostle Paul had written to 
Timothy that “the Church of the liv-
ing God” was “the pillar and ground 
of the Truth,” (I Timothy 3:15). For 
twenty-two years of Christian search-
ing, I had been trying to discover the 

truth about this 
Church revealed 
by God in His 
written Word. 
It was only later 
that I discovered 
a prayer of the 
Church which, 
using different 
words, accurately 

expressed my longing to come to a 
fuller knowledge of God in Christ. 
I record now in this chronicle the 
prayer for others who are searching 
for the truth about Christ’s Church:

Lord God, since by the adop-
tion of grace, you have made 
us children of light: do not 
let false doctrine darken our 
minds, but grant that your 
light may shine within us 
and we may always live in the 
brightness of truth.

I knew that the Christian life 
could only be grounded in authentic 
Christian doctrine, that is, in truth. 
St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, 
Newman, and John Paul II had taught 
me this, and early on in my Christian 
experience, Francis Schaeffer. Thus, 
I could not accept, no more than 
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Newman, the doctrine he called 
religious liberalism, namely, “that 
truth and falsehood in religion are 
but matter of opinion; that one 
doctrine is as good as another; that 
the Governor of the world does 
not intend that we should gain the 
truth; that there is no truth; that it 
is enough if we sincerely hold what 
we profess.” These claims, as New-
man saw, were incompatible with 
any recognition of the Christian 
faith as true.

In this light, I understood 
my conversion to be both a personal 
commitment and a free assent to the 
whole truth God has revealed about 
His Church. Significantly, this con-
version was my response in faith and 
obedience to Christ’s High Priestly 
prayer to the Father, “May they all 
be one, just as You Father, are in Me, 
and I am in You; so that they also 
may be one in Us, so that the world 
may believe that You sent Me” (John 
17-21). The inter-personal commu-
nion of Persons that characterizes the 
love of the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spin is the ultimate source of 
the Church’s unity. So I now knew 
in truth that if I were to enter more 
deeply into the life of God I must 
enter into fuller communion with the 
Church of Christ.

The ecclesiology of Vatican II 
is that the “Church [of Jesus Christ], 
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 union with that successor.” 
The Catholic Church in a singularly 
unique way is the fully and rightly 
ordered expression of the Church of 
Jesus Christ.

Vatican II also taught that all 
Christians, all those who are “in 
Christ” are truly, genuinely, but 
imperfectly, in communion with the 
Catholic Church. “In some real way 
they are joined with us in the Holy 
Spirit, for to them also He gives His 

gifts and graces, and is thereby opera-
tive among them with His sanctifying 
power.” This very important teach-
ing helped me to make sense of the 
“many elements of sanctification and 
of truth” that I found throughout my 
Christian experience--from L’Abri to 
the Reformed and Anglo-Catholic 
traditions of Protestant Christianity. 
Indeed, I now knew them to be gifts 
and graces that the Spirit of Christ 
used as instruments to bring me 
home.

At the same time, the teaching 
of Vatican II, recently reiterated in 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
“does not treat these [elements of 
sanctification and of truth] as au-
tonomous and free-floating,” as Do-
minican Fr. Aidan Nichols puts it. 
“[R]ather do they derive from the 
fullness of gracious truth Christ has 
given his holy Catholic Church, and 
coming from that source, carry a 
built-in gravitational pull back - or 
on! -towards the Church’s unity.” 

The inner dynamism of these 
gifts and graces toward Catholic 
unity, that essential mark of the 
Church as Christ willed her to be, is 
what brought me home. In this sense, 
my conversion essentially involved 
bringing to fulfillment in my own 
life a unity already given by God as 
His gift in founding His Church. 
In the spring of 1992, I became a 
member of Our Lady of Lourdes 
Catholic Church, Massapequa Park, 
Long Island.

For about three years after 
my return to the Catholic Church 
I continued to teach at Molly Col-
lege, a Catholic liberal arts college 
in Long Island founded by the 
Dominican Sisters of Amityville. I 
longed to be more directly involved 
in serving Christ and His Church, 
however. I could not imagine what 
He had in store for me. By January 
1996, I was teaching philosophy 
at Conception Seminary College, 
Conception, Missouri. I rejoiced 
in God’s blessing for this new op-

portunity to trust and serve Him.
The singularly most important 

thing about teaching at Conception 
Seminary College is being of service 
to Christ and His Church by helping 
the seminarians to discern, in the 
process of priestly formation, whether 
Christ is calling them to the sacra-
mental priesthood. A priest is above 
all a faithful servant of Christ and a 
steward of the mystery of salvation, 
the new life of grace communicated 
by the Church in her sacramental life 
-- the love of the Father manifested in 
the gift of the Son and communicated 
by the Holy Spirit, which is present 
fully and unsurpassably in Christ’s 
redemptive sacrifice on the cross (I 
John 4:9-10). My own contribution 
in this process of discernment is, 
chiefly, in the realm of philosophi-
cal formation, a critical and creative 
engagement with the history and 
problems of philosophy in the light 
of revelation

So I found my way home by 
means of the gifts and graces of 
the Spirit of Christ. I have used the 
image of journeying home as the 
guiding theme in this chronicle of 
my return to the Catholic Church to 
describe my life’s walk with God. Yet 
the journey home has still not ended 
for me and all those who are, as the 
New Testament puts it, “in Christ,” 
that is, in communion with the body 
of Christ that is the Church. We are 
the journeying People of God, the 
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Pilgrim Church, and the Church 
promises to bring us to our home in 
Heaven (Philippians 3:20; Hebrews 
11:10, 13: 14). “This eschatological 
hope also embraces the fallen creation, 
now redeemed in Christ and headed 
toward the fullness of the kingdom, 
which is the new heaven and the new 
earth (Revelation 21:1-8) realized in 
glory at the end of time.

We have not yet reached our fi-
nal destination, however. Meanwhile 
our present life is not a mere waiting 
room. As Christ’s faithful people, we 
are called to announce and extend the 
kingdom here on earth. In the words 
of Lumen Gentium, 

The Church, consequently, 
equipped with the gifts of her 
Founder and faithfully guard-
ing His precepts of charity, 
humility, and self-sacrifice, re-
ceives the mission to proclaim 
and to establish among all 
peoples the kingdom of Christ 
and of God. She becomes on 
earth the initial budding 
forth of that kingdom. While 
she grows, the Church strains 
toward the consummation of 
the kingdom and, with all her 
strength, hopes and desires to 
be united in glory with her 
King” (#5). 

Thus, we are still on the road 
yearning to know the love of Christ, 
sharing in His glory, which surpasses 
knowledge, so that we may be filled 
with all the fullness of God, “with the 
joy native to the life of the Trinitarian 
Persons,” as Fr. Nichols puts it, in our 
heavenly home (Ephesians 3:19).

Dr. Eduardo J. Echeverria is Associ-
ate Professor and Chair, Department of 
Philosophy, Conception Seminary College, 
Conception, Missouri. Dr. Echeverria is a 
revert to the Catholic faith from the Re-
formed and Anglican traditions.  
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       What is the mystery? Is it Christ? 
Is it the Holy Spirit? No. It’s the 
Church. In fact, the mystery of the 
Church is so great, Paul goes on to say, 
in Ephesians 3, that the principali-
ties and powers, the angels in heaven 
learn the wisdom of God from the 
Church and through the Church. 
(Eph 3:10)
        So, it appears, quite rightly, as 
an article of faith in the Creed: “We 
believe in one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic Church.” Now, what do 
we mean by “article of faith”? It is a 
supernatural truth that is revealed by 
God. What makes this article of faith 
unique is the fact that many Chris-
tians dispute and deny the Church 
to be something supernatural, some-
thing as an article of faith.

Church as a Supernatural Truth 
Revealed by God is Denied by Prot-
estants.

        Bible Christians believe, just as 
we Catholics do, in God the Father 
Almighty, Creator of heaven and 
earth. They believe that Jesus Christ is 
His only Son, Our Lord. They believe 
that He was born of the Virgin Mary, 
“He was conceived of the Holy Spirit, 
born of the Virgin Mary, He suffered 
under Pontius Pilate”. They believe in 
all of that. They believe in the Holy 

Spirit. Bible Christians who are Prot-
estants, we could say, believe in the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
They will also confess their belief 
in “one holy, catholic and apostolic 
church”; only they will define those 
Notes (marks), those terms in strictly 
natural, non-supernatural ways.
        They will describe or they will 
confess their belief in a church, which 
is ultimately not something that is a 
divine organism. They believe in the 
miraculous conception and birth of 
Jesus, His passion, death and resur-
rection, the personhood of the Holy 
Spirit and all of that; but they diverge 
from us when it comes to understand-
ing the one, holy, Catholic Church 
and the Communion of Saints. They 
don’t deny the propositions; rather 
they reduce these articles down to the 
natural level of being mere human 
realities or being divine only in the 
sense of being spiritual and invisible. 
So there’s a spiritualizing tendency, so 
that the Church is one only in a spiri-
tual, invisible sense. By spiritualizing 
the Church, many non-Catholics do 
away with any reality that is visible, 
any visible unity for the Church as a 
worldwide family of God.
        They also de-supernaturalize the 
Church as it is visible, that is, in the 
congregation or in the convention 
or in the denomination; these things 

they say, quite rightly I believe, are 
mere human conventions and so 
they naturalize the Church; whereas 
the Catholic conception, going back 
to antiquity, to the Fathers and to 
the New Testament itself, is that 
the Church has a human element, 
to be sure. It consists of us sinners, 
but it also has a divine element, a 
supernatural reality, which is properly 
speaking, the object of our faith.
        If you try talking about this 
matter with Protestants, with non-
Catholics, I think you will see, you 
will notice an emerging pattern of 
uncomprehending responses. “What 
do you mean the Church is a divine 
organism? What do you mean it’s a 
supernatural, sacramental body?” It 
is the Body of Christ, Protestants 
believe, but that “Body of Christ” is 
a metaphor. It is not a metaphysical, 
theological reality that in any way is 
visible, like a body is normally under-
stood to be visible.
        You will probably feel a sense 
of inadequacy in dealing with those 
whose faith cannot extend to the 
Church, because the vast majority 
of non-Catholic Christians put their 
faith in the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit but not in the work of the Holy 
Spirit, which is the one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic Church. At times, it will 
almost feel in your conversations that 

The Church is One
By Dr. Scott Hahn

 The reality of the Church is an article of faith in a technical sense 
of the term “faith”. It is expressly called a “mystery” by St. Paul. In 
Ephesians 3, St. Paul speaks of how, in reading his writing, we can 
discern the insight that St. Paul has into this divine mystery. 
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there is no common denominator. 
You will talk to a person outside the 
Church about the Church, and it 
will seem like you’re living in differ-
ent worlds. You will feel powerless to 
penetrate a natural mindset, which 
denies the supernatural reality of the 
Church by mere argument. It’s like 
trying to describe color to a blind 
man. It seems like we don’t share the 
same language.

Church as a Supernatural Truth Can 
be Seen Only Because of Faith

        What’s most important for us 
as Catholics, however, is to remem-
ber that what enables us to see the 
supernatural truth and reality of the 
Church so clearly, is not our intel-
ligence. It’s not our experience, but 
rather, the faith that is a gift of God. 
Our faith is from beginning to end, 
a gift of God. Fulton Sheen gives an 
illustration. Think of the most beau-
tiful stained glass cathedral windows 
and how different their appearance to 
insiders is from outsiders. Standing 
on the outside, the windows appear 
to be a meaningless mass of lead and 
dull colors, but their beautiful colors 
and vibrant designs captivate you 
once you step inside.
        The higher truth of the Church 
is like that, like the glorious Host 
enthroned upon the altar. One man 
sees a wafer, while another sees the 
Eternal God made man under the 
form and appearances of bread and 
wine. The reason for the difference 
is the light of faith. This scandal, this 
stumbling block is an extension of 
the same scandal or stumbling block 
that Jesus presented 2000 years ago. 
One man would see a 33-year-old 
Palestinian Jew with incredible and 
extraordinary wonder-working pow-
ers, while Peter would see the Son of 
the Living God.
Church as the Masterpiece of Jesus 
Christ is Both Soul and Body

        Jesus would have to remind Peter. 
He didn’t say, “Dumb people don’t 
understand, but you’re so intelligent 
that you do”. He said, “Flesh and 
blood haven’t revealed this to you but 
my Father in heaven”. You cannot see 
Jesus to be the Son of the Living God 
apart from the gift of faith. You can-
not see the Church to be the Bride of 
Christ, the Mystical Body of Christ, 
you cannot see it to be a supernatural 
organism whose soul is the Holy Spirit 
apart from the same gift.
        So we do not go about defending 
this view, simply by natural reasoning. 
It would be futile, in vain. Like an 
X-ray, faith sees beyond mere appear-
ances to discern the interior reality 
hidden from view within the Church 
as the Mystical Body of Christ. This 
view of the Church, what it is in its in-
ner reality, is not the result of popular 
consensus or common conviction or 
majority vote. Rather, faith believes 
what it does, faith is what it is, quite 
simply because God reveals it to us 
and gives us the grace to believe it. 
Consequently there are not many 
faiths corresponding to many de-
nominations. There is only one faith, 
just as there is only one truth, as St. 
Paul says, “one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism” (Eph. 4:5-6).
        Jesus did not say, “I will teach you 
the truth like Moses did, I will teach 
you the truth like Solomon shared his 
wisdom”. He said, “I am the truth”. 
Likewise, Jesus also said, “Upon this 
rock, I will build my Church” (Matt 
16:18), not “my churches”. And 
upon this rock (He was speaking of 
Peter) He built His Church, and He 
continues to build the Church. And 
the Church is from beginning to end, 
the work of Jesus Christ.
        So, when we exalt the Church, 
when we elevate its greatness, when 
we focus our attention upon it, what 
we are doing is beholding the mas-
terpiece of Christ. We’re not saying 
what Christ did wasn’t enough; we’re 
looking at the fullness of the finished 

work of Jesus Christ, which is not re-
ducible to individualistic experience, 
not reducible to group conversions. 
It’s not reducible to fellowships of 
like-minded and like-experienced 
Christians who happened to have 
shared the same conversion experi-
ences and they had the same sort of 
testimonies.
        The Church is what Christ has 
made it, and from beginning to end 
this worldwide family of God reflects 
the greatness of our Holy Savior.  I 
want to hold up for you not what 
a human institution has done, not 
what the Popes have accomplished, 
not what the saints have done, but 
what Jesus Christ has done and what 
the Holy Spirit is doing. Because as 
the Church is the Body of Christ, 
so the Church has always taught, in 
accord with St. Paul, as the Popes 
have often said, that the Holy Spirit 
is the soul of the Church, which is 
the Body of Christ. We are made up 
of body and soul. We’re made up of 
body and soul, one person who is 
embodied as a soul.
        The Church is the Body of 
Christ; her soul is the Holy Spirit. 
It is a supernatural, divine, human 
organism. It is something so far above 
and beyond our capacity through 
the five senses to understand. The 
greatest philosophers using reason in 
the greatest ways cannot comprehend 
what Jesus Christ has done and is 
doing and will do through the Holy 
Spirit in the likes of sinners like you 
and me. That’s what I mean when I 
say that the Church is the object of 
faith, because the work of Christ can 
only be comprehended and grasped 
through the eyes of faith.
        The Church is the family of 
God. It is the New Covenant. It is 
the Body of Christ. It requires an 
awesome vision which we, living 
in an individualistic culture, have 
difficulty understanding. We don’t 
know what it means to be “family”. 
We don’t really know what it means 
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to be “community”. We reduce it 
down to voluntary groups, where 
people band together because they 
agree together.
        Our families are breaking down 
at an incredible rate. So when we hear 
that the Church is the household of 
God, we can barely imagine how 
superior God fathers His family 
through Christ and the Holy Spirit in 
contrast to how poorly we do it. Faith 
elevates and enlarges one’s vision, for 
there are many truths beyond the 
power of reason. But the real test of 
faith comes not so much in adhering 
to the doctrines concerning a God 
whose 33-year-old crucified body 
you believe to be the God-man. Our 
faith is really tested, not so much in 
how much we adhere to the fact that 
Jesus, on the cross is not merely a 
33-year-old Jew, but also the second 
person of the Trinity, that’s a real test 
of faith, but the final exam comes 
when we look at the Church which 
prolongs the scandal of how God can 
take humanity and shape it and make 
it an instrument for salvation.

Belief in the Church is a Real Test 
of Faith

        The real test comes in when we 
look at the Body of Christ, which is 
2000 years old, the Church that is 
full of sinners like me, and believe 
that this is Christ’s Mystical Body. 
Back then, His individual body had 
dirt and grime in the wounds, and 
certainly today, the Mystical Body 
of the Church has dirt and grime, as 
well. But the Holy Spirit is doing a 
work, which, at the end of time we 
will fall flat on our faces and marvel 
at. And He’s doing it through the 
institution of the Catholic Church 
that He has established in His own 
Body and Blood and through the 
twelve Apostles and through their 
successors.
        Pope Pius IX writes, “The true 
Church of Jesus Christ was established 

by divine authority and is known by a 
fourfold mark, which, we assert in the 
Creed, must be believed and each one 
of these marks so clings to the others 
that it can’t be separated from them. 
Hence it happens that that Church, 
which truly is and is called Catholic, 
should at the same time shine with 
the prerogatives of unity, sanctity and 
apostolic succession. Therefore, the 
Catholic Church alone is conspicuous 
and perfect in the unity of the whole 
world and of all nations, particularly 
in that unity whose beginning, root 
and unfailing origin are that supreme 
authority and higher principality 
of Blessed Peter, the Prince of the 
Apostles and of his successors in 
the Roman Chair. No other church 
is Catholic except the one which, 
founded on the one Peter, grows into 
one body fitly joined together, as St. 
Paul describes in Ephesians 4, in the 
unity of faith and love.” So says Pope 
Pius IX. He’s telling us that these four 
marks must be believed and they must 
be recognized as being the work of 
Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit 
in the Body of Christ.

Biblical Basis for Understanding 
Church to
be the Mystical Body of Christ

        Now, I want to move on from 
this notion of the Church as an 
object of faith. I want to move on 
to understand the Biblical basis for 
understanding the Church to be the 
Mystical Body of Christ, for being, 
in a sense a divine and supernatural 
organism. Let’s take a look at some 
of the key texts that deal with the 
Church and that deal with what 
Christ is doing. In John, chapter 10 
and 11, Our Lord says, “Other sheep 
I have that are not of this fold, them 
also I must bring, and there shall be 
one fold and one shepherd”.
        He’s talking about Himself being 
a shepherd and He is visible.  He’s 
talking about the fold of sheep, and 

the sheepfold must be one, and He is 
the one who makes it one through the 
Apostles. Caiaphas, the High Priest, 
goes on to prophesy that Jesus should 
die for the nation, but not only for 
the nation, but to gather together in 
one, the children of God that were 
dispersed.

John Chapter 17

        Elsewhere in John, in chapter 
17, we have Christ’s high priestly 
prayer where He prays to His Father, 
“Holy Father, keep them in Thy 
name whom Thou has given me, 
that they may be one as we also are 
one” (Jn 17:11). Jesus’ oneness with 
the Father is an eternal, invisible and 
spiritual oneness. We’re not saying, 
“The Protestants say it’s invisible 
and spiritual. We say it’s visible and 
physical.” We say, “It’s spiritual and 
invisible and also physical and visible. 
It’s not either/or, it’s both/and.” 
Why? The answer is found in the 
Incarnation. Before the Incarnation, 
the synagogue, the Temple of the 
people of God in the Old Testament 
could not make the claims that we 
make for the Church of the New 
Covenant. It was the Incarnation that 
dramatically transformed the reality 
of the people of God. The Son, who 
was eternally and spiritually and 
invisibly one with the Father became 
visible and physical and human and 
in His body, He formed the New 
Covenant. And in His body, He 
incorporates us and unites us and 
He identifies His Church with His 
body and He describes Himself as 
the one who built the Church: “I 
will build my Church” (Mt 16:18). 
It’s His Church; He’s the builder; and 
just as the Father made Him visible 
and physical, so the Body of Christ 
is visible and physical and one with 
the supernatural unity that comes 
ultimately from the Trinity itself.
        The oneness, the body of unity 
between the Father and the Son, can 
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you imagine that unity? It’s hard for 
me to find words to describe the love 
that I feel for my children. I can’t 
imagine loving other kids like I love 
these. May God give me the grace 
to love all with this love, but the 
natural bond of love and affection 
and solidarity that unites a father 
and son here below is so great and so 
indescribable; can you imagine what 
it is when you multiply by infinity 
and see it in eternity within God? And 
that’s the unity that Christ prays for 
the Church to have. And that’s the 
unity that the Church has!
        If that supernatural and 
divine power can hold together the 
molecules and the cells in Christ’s 
physical, individual body, then 
appearances notwithstanding, bad 
popes notwithstanding, lousy cradle-
Catholics who drink and swear too 
much notwithstanding, that same 
supernatural divine power can hold 
the likes of us together in His family, in 
His body, the Mystical Body. Because 
of Christ’s work and also because of 
Christ’s prayer, in John 17, St. Paul 
says, “I appeal to you brethren, by the 
name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, that 
all of you agree and that there be no 
dissension among you, but that you 
may be united in the same mind and 
the same judgment” (I Cor. 1:10). It 
isn’t just a oneness in some emotional, 
experiential way.
        We’re not talking about a warm 
fuzzy fellowship. We’re talking about a 
supernatural bond of unity that holds 
together in one divine, Mystical Body, 
Chinese, Australian, African, Asian, 
European, yes, and even Americans! 
That’s the work of Christ. When 
you look at it, you say, “It has to be 
God.” Two thousand years old and in 
every inhabited continent, we have 
agreement that we are united in the 
same mind and the same judgment 
through Popes who have no armies. 
It has to be God!

I Corinthians 3

        In I Corinthians 3, Paul tells us, 
“For we are God’s fellow workers.” 
What’s wrong with God? Can’t 
He get the job done Himself? Paul 
said, “We’re God’s fellow workers.” 
Now, why would God possibly need 
co-workers? Why would God need 
a co-pilot, an assistant, or a vice-
president? I mean, He’s God! Why 
would God call anybody to be fellow 
workers, co-workers? Is God’s work 
not sufficient?
        God’s work is sufficient, and the 
fact that we are His fellow workers 
is His work, the fact that He can 
take measly crumbs like you and me 
and raise us up, making us children 
of God, sons and daughters of the 
Most High, His co-workers. He goes 
on to say, “We are God’s field, God’s 
building; we are God’s body.” God 
doesn’t need our help. He dignifies 
us by stooping down, condescending 
to our level and raising us up to 
participate with Him.
        I once saw this man trying to 
cut his front yard and this little kid 
who was getting in the way with his 
toy lawn mower. You could see the 
annoyance written all over his face. I 
wasn’t sure what he would do. I was 
curious to see how the guy would 
resolve it. I figure, he would probably 
put the kid inside. Later I noticed that 
the man was holding the boy in his 
left arm, holding the mower with his 
right arm, while the two little arms 
of that boy were also on the handle 
of the mower.
        Now, the beam of delight 
on the kid’s face was great and 
understandable. He fancied himself 
his father’s co-worker, and he was 
a fellow worker with his father. But 
did he do it? Did the father elevate 
the son for assistance or to dignify 
and to glorify - to give that son the 
pride of participating in the work of 
the father?
        When the Catholic Church 
teaches that we must cooperate, it’s 

only because God operates so as to 
cause us, to enable us to cooperate. 
We are monergists; we believe that 
God’s work alone, from beginning to 
end is what enables us to cooperate. 
It’s what enables us to work out our 
salvation with fear and trembling. We 
merit, only because God’s work is so 
real in us. He is not a manager or a 
master. He is a father who raises up 
children and He shares His wisdom 
and His power and His love so that 
we can participate in His work.
        Is God’s glory robbed? His glory 
is manifested! How does the Father 
bring glory to Himself? By raising 
up and glorifying His children, 
empowering and teaching them. 
So, the fact is, our justification is 
our charter of freedom, our title of 
sonship. It is not just that we are 
acquitted criminals; it’s that we are 
renegades and prodigals who have 
been brought back home and have 
been filled with the spirit of sonship, 
so we cry, “Abba, Father - Papa, help 
me, give me your strength, give me 
your love, give me your wisdom”. 
        That’s what the Church consists 
of - the children of God. We are 
God’s fellow workers, we are God’s 
buildings. Don’t you know that you, 
in the plural, y’all, as they say down 
South, don’t you know that y’all are 
God’s temple? He didn’t say that y’all 
are God’s “temples”. He says that 
you all are God’s temple and that 
God’s spirit dwells in you. “If anyone 
will destroy God’s temple, God will 
destroy him, for God’s temple is 
holy”, and God’s temple y’all are! “For 
just as the body is one and has many 
members, and all the members of the 
body, though many, are one body, so 
it is with Christ.” Do you catch that? 
It’s the Body of Christ.
        If the Church was an 
invisible, spiritual unity made up of 
Methodists, Episcopalians, Lutherans, 
Presbyterians and Baptists all equally 
sharing in the one Catholic Church, 
then what Jesus should have said and 
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what Paul should have said is that we 
are the soul of Christ, because the soul 
is invisible and yet unified. But the 
fact is that human life comes to us in 
bodily form, in visible appearances, 
in physical bodies. So the physicality, 
the embodied life of Christ in His 
own individual body is expanded 
and shared visibly and physically by 
means of supernatural grace in the 
Church. For by one spirit, we were 
all baptized in the one body.
        What is it that brought us into 
the Body of Christ? “I accepted 
Jesus Christ as personal Lord and 
Savior”; but that’s not what Paul says 
anywhere; not in any place, in any 
of his writings did he say, “because 
we accepted Jesus Christ as personal 
Lord and Savior and believe that He 
died for my sins and so on, that’s 
what made me one body.” He says, 
quite clearly, “By one Spirit we were 
all baptized into one body - Jews 
or Greeks, slaves or free - and all 
were made to drink of one Spirit”. 
What’s he talking about, baptism 
and drinking? He’s talking about 
communion and baptism — the two 
principal sacraments.

Galatians 3:26

        Know that you are bodies of 
Christ and individually members 
of it. “For as many of you as were 
baptized in Christ have put on 
Christ” he says in Galatians 3, verse 
26. “You are all one in Christ Jesus. 
And if you are Christ’s, then you are 
Abraham’s offspring, heirs according 
to promise.” “Peace and mercy be 
upon all who walk by this rule upon 
the Israel of God.”       (Gal 3:37, 
6:16)  The Israel of God, what does 
he mean when he calls us “the Israel 
of God”?

Ephesians 2

        The Church, the Mystical Body, 

is the new Israel of God. In order to 
understand what he means, we look 
elsewhere and find in Ephesians 
2, Paul’s explanation; “But now in 
Christ Jesus you who were once far 
off have been brought near in the 
Blood of Christ. For He is our peace, 
who has made us both one...” “that 
He might create in Himself one new 
man in place of the two, so making 
peace, and might reconcile us both to 
God in one body through the cross, 
thereby bringing the hostility to an 
end.” What is he talking about? (Eph 
2:13-15)
        The fact is that for thousands 
of years Jews and Gentiles, Jews and 
non-Jews despised each other. They 
conflicted with endless hostility. 
The Jews snubbing their noses and 
considering the Gentiles goeem, next 
to swine; and the Gentiles resenting 
and opposing and killing the Jews. 
It seems the more things change, 
the more they stay the same! But 
God is the Creator and Father of 
the whole human race and He wants 
us to be one family, not torn and 
divided in two or three or four. So, 
through Jesus Christ, God did what 
Adam had undone. He reunified 
the human family and made it His 
own. It goes on, “For through Him 
we both have access in one spirit to 
the Father. So then you are no longer 
strangers and sojourners, but fellow 
citizens with the saints and members 
of the household of God, built upon 
the foundation of the Apostles and 
prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being 
the cornerstone”. (Eph 2:18-20)
        “Fellow citizens with the saints 
and members of the family of God in 
whom the whole structure is joined 
together and grows into a holy temple 
in the Lord, in whom you are also 
built into it for a dwelling place of 
God in the Spirit” (Eph. 2:19-22). 
What is the Church? It’s the family 
of God, it’s a holy temple. We are 
God’s fellow workers. We are imbued, 
we are infused, we are endowed with 

supernatural life and supernatural 
power as God’s children. That is the 
greatest supernatural reality that we 
have got to understand. That’s why 
Paul, who understands it so well 
can go on in the next few verses and 
say, “When you read this you can 
perceive my insight into the mystery 
of Christ”, “how the Gentiles are 
fellow heirs, members of the same 
body and partakers of the promise 
in Christ Jesus through the gospel.”  
(Eph 3:4-6)
        He goes on to say that it 
is through the Church that the 
manifold wisdom of God might now 
be made known to the principalities 
and powers in the heavenly places. 
(Eph 3:10) The Church is so great, 
so much greater than the sum of its 
human members, so much more than 
the sum total of the natural powers 
that we collectively share, because it’s 
the work of Christ.

Ephesians 3:14

        Paul says it all in the next few 
verses, “For this reason, I bow my 
knee before the Father from whom 
His whole family in heaven and 
on earth is named” (Eph. 3:14), 
is derived. We derive our life, our 
existence, our unity from God the 
Father. The unity that makes us one 
is the unity that has eternally bonded 
the Trinity as one. That oneness was 
in the Incarnate Lord’s individual 
body and that oneness is now shared 
in His Mystical Body, invisibly and 
spiritually, to be sure, but visibly 
and physically, as well, just as the 
Incarnation revolutionized history.
        One thing I should say, Paul’s 
use of this word “mystery” to describe 
the Church, theologians recognize - 
all theologians, Catholic, Protestant, 
whatever stripe. All theologians 
and Biblical scholars recognize that 
when Paul uses that word mysterion, 
mystery, he is describing something 
that cannot be known from human 
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experience. It cannot be believed on 
the basis of the five senses alone or 
human reason. What is a mystery 
is a mystery of faith and it must be 
received by faith because it is only 
revealed by God. We would not 
know it to be true, except that God 
has stooped down and revealed it to 
be true.
        The ultimate mystery, of course, 
is the Trinity. But God is not just a 
Creator that we know exists; God 
is a Trinity, a family, Father, Son 
and Spirit. Family is not a human 
convention that we take and project 
onto God to domesticate the Deity, 
to make the unknowable somewhat 
known. Family is eternal and original 
in the Trinity and we are called to 
share in family laws and family life, 
to share in God’s life and God’s love. 
We can’t do it. Adam blew it, Noah 
blew it, Abraham blew it, Moses blew 
it, David and Solomon blew it. Every 
great Old Testament saint in the Hall 
of Fame blew it. Christ alone did 
it and does it and will do it for all 
eternity through His Body and Blood 
in His Mystical Body, the Church. 
He is the new Adam, the founding 
father of a new humanity. This work 
of Christ is a mystery.

Ephesians 5

        In Ephesians 5, Paul says, “We are 
members of His Body”; and then he 
quotes Genesis 2, “‘For this reason a 
man shall leave his father and mother 
and be joined to his wife and the two 
shall become one flesh.’ This mystery 
is a profound one and I am saying that 
it refers to Christ and the Church” 
(Eph. 5:30-32).
        The nature of the Church and 
the relationship between Christ 
and the Church is a mystery of 
faith. It is known by faith. Non-
Catholic conceptions of the Church 
are sociological. They are empirical. 
They are scientific. They are what 
the five senses coupled with human 

reason would give you, because there 
is nothing supernatural, there is 
nothing miraculous, there is nothing 
extraordinary about this church made 
up of people who conflict on almost 
every doctrine and almost every moral 
teaching and almost every liturgical 
practice.
        Then they say, “Well, we’re 
one because we confess the same 
Christ.” Well, then ask them, “Are the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses also one?” “Well, 
no, because they don’t think that 
Christ is God.” Then they confess 
that Christ isn’t sacred (if they are 
not one with you) because they don’t 
accept the deity of Christ, which 
took four centuries for the Church 
to hammer out. How ironic!
        How about the Mormons? 
Well, no, because they believe that 
Christ is a god — small g — as many 
other gods who have come before 
Him. Okay, so they are disqualified. 
So who decides what doctrines are 
so essential, what doctrines are so 
fundamentally important? Who 
decides whether you are or are not 
part of the Body of Christ? The 
Bible; but whose interpretation of 
the Bible? I tried that for years and 
it got me “split P” soup: The UP, the 
OP, the PCA, I was Presbyterian as 
a result of studying Scripture. I was 
a Bible Christian for years until I 
found the Bible leading me to seek 
elders or presbyteros. So I became a 
Presbyterian and I looked around to 
see what Presbyterian church to join, 
the UPC, USA, the PCUS, the OPC, 
the RPNA - it just went on. We called 
ourselves the split P’s. We formed one, 
big, unhappy split P soup family; and 
we’re not anything compared to the 
Baptists and the Lutherans and the 
Episcopalians and the Methodists, 
and they all continually split because 
sincere, misguided people are quite 
sure that the Holy Spirit has given 
them the right interpretation of the 
Bible on very important matters. 
Good night, what will it take?

Church as the New Covenant Jesus
has Established

        The covenant is the bonding 
agent whereby Christ has made 
the Church one in His own Body 
and Blood. He only used that key 
word “covenant” once in His entire 
ministry as recorded in the gospels, 
when He instituted the Eucharist in 
the Upper Room, when He spoke of 
the bread being His Body and then 
He transformed the cup of wine into 
His Blood, “the Blood of the new and 
everlasting covenant.” 
 
Covenants were Accompanied by 
Unifying Structures that Would 
Preserve the Unity of God’s Family

        Every single covenant in the 
Old Testament was accompanied 
by a structure, a hierarchy, a family 
hierarchy where you had a father and 
under him elders and under them 
other rulers. You had King David and 
then his cabinet of ministers and you 
had elders who ruled over the tribes, 
just like back in the Mosaic  ovenant, 
you had Moses and Aaron and you 
had the twelve princes of the twelve 
tribes and the seventy elders.
        All of these covenants formed 
unifying structures that would 
maintain and preserve and protect 
the unity of God’s family. That’s one 
of the most significant reasons for the 
covenants in the first place: to preserve 
the unity of the growing family, even 
to Gargantuan proportions, when 
the family becomes a nation or an 
empire or a worldwide body, as it is 
in the Church.
        So, the New Covenant that 
Christ forms, what is it? He goes 
about forming it in such a way as to 
recapitulate and perfect and complete 
all the Old Testament covenants.
        Just like Moses had twelve princes 
under him from the twelve tribes 
and he also had seventy elders, (or 
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72 elders if you included Metheldad 
and Medad) he had seventy elders 
underneath him, so Christ appoints 
twelve. Then Christ appoints seventy 
others according to the Gospel of 
Luke. Christ was calling disciples to 
reform and restructure a new Israel, 
an Israel that transcended race, 
and that transcended regions and 
geographical boundaries; and this 
third race is one, which by the way is 
the name of this talk. The third race 
is unified by Christ Himself. He is 
the covenant. He is the family. He 
is the means by which God fathers 
His family.

The Catholic Church is the New 
Covenant Jesus Established

        The family of God is the master 
idea to the Catholic religion, if you 
want to understand how to grasp the 
whole, because the Catholic faith is so 
complex. One looks at the Pope and 
Purgatory and Mary and the Saints 
and you look at all of the rituals, all 
of the doctrines; how in the world can 
you make sense of it all? One idea, 
God’s family coming from the Trinity 
through Jesus Christ into the twelve 
apostles and their successors with 
the Blessed Mother, because what 
family is a family without a mother, 
and the saints as older brothers and 
sisters, role models to inspire us? All 
the whole kit and caboodle can be 
understood and summed up, that we 
are God’s family.
 God fathers His children 
in one family. He doesn’t father 
many families. And a father whose 
wisdom is infinite, whose power is 
infinite, whose love is infinite: Is his 
capacity to keep that family unified 
infinite? Yes! In its doctrine, yes; in 
its worship, yes; in its moral code, 
yes. Has He done so? Not according 
to non-Catholics. But the one, holy, 
catholic and apostolic Church testifies 
to the saving work of Jesus Christ, 
the glory of the new covenant, the 

family of God which He has fathered 
successfully, despite the fact that there 
are scoundrels in it to this day. God 
be praised.
        This fuller picture of the covenant 
that God’s family gives to us; this 
image that we are a family communion 
bonded through the sacramental oath 
that God has sworn through Christ; 
the covenant relations that established 
the Church are family relations. The 
Pope is our Holy Father. The priest is 
a holy father. Mary is to us a mother. 
Monks are brothers and nuns are 
sisters. Why? Because they all reflect 
and participate in the family love 
and life of the Trinity. That’s how 
the whole worldwide family of God 
is structured. That’s how it lives and 
is sustained, through the blood-bond 
renewed in Communion, through all 
seven sacraments, through the servant 
leadership of the Holy Father, Pope 
John Paul II, who is a living icon, a 
symbol of our real, ultimate eternal 
Father. 
        We bow our knees before the 
Father in heaven from whom all 
fatherhood in heaven and on earth 
is derived. God the Father doesn’t 
do away with my fatherhood; it 
establishes my fatherhood. God the 
Father does not feel threatened in 
His fatherhood by my calling the 
priest “Father” or the Pope “Holy 
Father”. All of these people are signs 
and symbols pointing to us God the 
Father.
        That’s the nature of the Church’s 
hierarchy. Hierarchy comes from 
hieras arce, the rule of priests. Judges 
17, 18 and 19 tell us that the Old 
Testament, the Biblical understand-
ing of priest is fatherhood. This man 
asks for a priest and says, “Will you 
be to me a priest and a father?” He 
says it to his own son. He says to his 
son, “Will you be to me a priest and 
a father?”, because the priesthood 
is spiritual fatherhood. The whole 
priestly hierarchy of the Church is 
Christ establishing divine father-

hood in every level of human need 
individually, domestically; in terms 
of the parish, in terms of the diocese, 
in terms of the region and in terms 
of the whole worldwide family of 
God. This is how we understand our 
salvation.
        The word for redeemer in He-
brew, goel literally means “kinsman 
redeemer”. It was usually the oldest 
brother who did whatever it took 
to buy out of slavery or rescue from 
captivity his younger brothers and 
sisters. The redeemer, the goel was the 
nearest kinsman who would use the 
family wealth, the family power,
the family know-how to rescue family 
members who were lost to the family. 
Redemption comes to us from the 
redeemer, from the first born among 
many brethren, according to St. Paul, 
Romans 8. Our redemption is the gift 
of family membership to us prodigals 
who have run away.
        Justification, according to the 
Catholic Church, is God conferring 
the gift, the legal and the actual reality 
of divine sonship. “Behold what man-
ner of love the Father has given to us 
that we should be called the children 
of God, for so we are.” (1 Jn 3:1) We 
are the children of God. Now, if I 
made a statue of myself and it looked 
just like me, it wouldn’t be a child. If I 
had a child who didn’t look anything 
like me, he’d still be my child. What is 
it that makes a child? It’s the commu-
nication of my human nature. What 
is it that has made us God’s children? 
A legal decree alone? Not merely a 
legal declaration; the infusion of the 
spirit of sonship whereby we share in 
Christ’s own Sonship. We have an ac-
tual, physical, mystical, supernatural 
share in the Trinity’s family love and 
life. That’s what justification is.
        Sanctification is the spirit, the 
Holy Spirit of sonship, maturing the 
children of God in the family of God. 
Hebrews 12 talks about how God the 
Father disciplines us as children. Ro-
mans 8 describes a whole process of 



The Coming Home Journal                                        The Necessity of the 

Copyright 2001  The Coming Home Network International  

growing into Christ’s likeness as “ma-
turing in sonship”. The glorification 
of the Christian and of the Church is 
a family fact. God the Father is going 
to glorify His family and each and 
every son and daughter that He has 
brought to Himself.
        Even the difficult doctrine of pre-
destination is misunderstood when it 
isn’t tied directly to this master idea 
of God’s family. When Paul speaks 
of predestination in Romans 8 and 
Ephesians 1, both times he says, “He 
also predestined us to be conformed 
to the image of His Son that He 
might be the firstborn among many 
brethren.” The nature of predestina-
tion is sonship, not merely salvation, 
because salvation is the life in the 
family of God that belongs to sons 
and daughters who share in the Trin-
ity. (Ephesians 1:5) “He destined us 
in love to be His sons, through Jesus 
Christ, according to the purpose 
of His will.” Salvation is the reality 
of divine sonship. Peter tells us, 2 
Peter 1:4 tells us that He has made 
us partakers of the divine nature. 
We partake of the divine nature, not 
only individually, but what makes 
the Church one is the fact that all of 
the children of God receive the life of 
God and so from the family of God, 
and therefore, invisibly and spiritually 
and physically and visibly constitutes 
the extended household of faith. 
Praise be to our Father in heaven!

Conclusion

        If you were a father, what would 
bring you glory? What would bring 
you the most glory? Simply to declare 
sinners righteous when they still are 
sinful or to actually invest your own 
power and life and love and truth in 
them through the spirit of sonship, 
declaring and doing what you are 
declaring, imputing but imparting, 
making sons and daughters, making 
them righteous? What gives the Fa-
ther the most glory? Many churches 

who all fight and squabble because 
they have no headship, no father-
hood, no family rituals, no family 
moral code, no family doctrines on 
which everybody agrees? What brings 
solo Deo gloria? What brings to God 
alone the glory, one Father, one fam-
ily, one doctrine, one faith, one Lord, 
one hope, one baptism, one liturgy?
        Sure, there’s diversity. There’s 
the Byzantine rite, the Maronite rite, 
the Latin rite; but there’s one holy 
sacrifice of the Mass whereby God 
the Father calls His children to the 
family table to share the meal that 
His firstborn Son, our oldest brother 
has purchased for us.

 The is an edited version of a 
transcript of Dr. Scott Hahn’s audio 
and videotape presentation, “The Four 
Marks of the Church” as it appears 
in the “Catholic Adult Education on 
Video Program.”  Dr. Hahn served in 
Protestant ministry for 10 years before 
entering the Catholic Church in 1986.  
He is now associate professor of theology 
at the Franciscan University of Steu-
benville and an advisor of the Coming 
Home Network.
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This doctrine is extraordinarily 
controversial. Some Catholic extrem-
ists claim (contrary to further Church 
teaching, including a further infallible 
definition) that this means everyone 
who is not a full-fledged, professing 
Catholic is damned. Non-Catholics 
find the claim offensive, sectarian, 
and anti-Christian in sentiment.

Most Catholics who are aware 
of the definition find it embarrassing, 
especially in today’s ecumenical age, 
and many try to ignore or dismiss it, 
though even liberal Catholic theolo-
gians admit it is a genuine doctrinal 
definition and must in some sense 
be true.

Its truth was reinforced by 
Vatican II, which stated: “This 
holy Council ... [b]asing itself on 
Scripture and Tradition ... teaches 
that the Church, a pilgrim now on 
earth, is necessary for salvation.... 
[Christ] himself explicitly asserted 
the necessity of faith and baptism 
(cf. Mark 16:16, John 3:5), and 
thereby affirmed at the same time the 
necessity of the Church which men 
enter through baptism as through a 
door. Hence they could not be saved 
who, knowing the Catholic Church 
was founded as necessary by God 
through Christ, would refuse either 
to enter it or to remain in it” (Lumen 
Gentium 14).

Many modems explain this 
doctrine in a way that robs it of its 
content. In the 1950 encyclical Hu-
mani Generis, Pope Pius XII, who ad-
mitted the possibility of salvation for 
non-Catholics, lamented that some 
Catholic theologians were “reducs 
an exclusivist view of salvation, this 
teaching does not mean that anyone 
who is not a full-fledged Catholic is 
damned. As further Church teaching 
has made clear, including a further 
doctrinal definition, it is entirely pos-
sible for a person to be saved without 
being a professing Catholic. Formally 
belonging to the Church and formally 
being subject to the Roman Pontiff 
are normative rather than absolute 
necessities,

An absolute necessity is a neces-
sity which holds in all cases with no 
exceptions. A normative necessity is 
usually required, though there are 
exceptions. An example of normative 
necessity in everyday American life is 
the practice of driving on the right 
hand side of the road. This is nor-
mally required, but there are excep-
tions, such as emergency situations. 
For example, if a small child darts 
out from behind parked cars, it may 
be necessary (and legally permitted) 
to swerve into the left hand lane to 
avoid hitting him. Thus the necessity 
of driving on the right hand side of 
the road is a normative rather than an 

absolute necessity.
Whether it is a normative or an 

absolute necessity to be united to the 
Catholic Church depends on what 
kind of unity with the Church one 
has in mind, because there are differ-
ent ways of being associated with the 
Catholic Church.

A person who has been baptized 
or received into the Church is fully 
and formally a Catholic. Vatican II 
states: “Fully incorporated into the 
society of the Church are those who, 
possessing the Spirit of Christ, accept 
all the means of salvation given to 
the Church together with her entire 
organization, and who -- by the bonds 
constituted by the profession of faith, 
the sacraments, ecclesiastical govern-
ment, and communion -- are joined 
in the visible structure of the Church 
of Christ, who rules her through the 
Supreme Pontiff and the bishops” 
(Lumen Gentium 14, Catechism of the 
Catholic Church 837).

But it is also possible to be 
“associated” with or “partially incor-
porated” into the Catholic Church 
without being a fully and formally 
incorporated into it. Vatican II states: 
“The Church knows that she is joined 
in many ways to the baptized who are 
honored by the name of Christian, 
but do not profess the Catholic faith 

The “Necessity” of Being Catho-
licOne of the most controversial papal documents ever released 

was the bull Unam Sanctam, issued in 1302 by Pope Boniface 
VIII. Today the most controversial part of the bull is the fol-
lowing infallible pronouncement: “Now, therefore, we declare, 
say, define, and pronounce that for every human creature it Is 
altogether necessary for salvation to be subject to the authority 
of the Roman pontiff.”
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in its entirety or have not preserved 
unity or communion under the suc-
cessor of Peter” (Lumen Gentium 
15). Those “who believe in Christ and 
have been properly baptized are 
put in a certain, although 
imperfect, com-
m u n i o n 

with the Catho- l i c 
Church” (Unitatis Redintegratio 3; 
CCC 838).

Those who have not been 
baptized are also put in an imperfect 
communion with the Church, even 
if they do not realize it, if they pos-
sess the virtues of faith, hope, and 
charity. Pope Plus XII explains that 
the “juridical bonds [of the Church] 
in themselves far surpass those of 
any other human society, however 
exalted; and yet another principle of 
union must be added to them in those 
three virtues, Christian faith, hope, 
and charity, which link us so closely 
to each other and to God.... [I]f the 
bonds of faith and hope, which bind 
us to our Redeemer in his Mystical 
Body are weighty and important, 
those of charity are certainly no less 
so.... Charity ... more than any other 
virtue binds us closely to Christ” 
(Mystici Corporis 70, 73).

Understanding this distinction 
between perfect and imperfect com-
munion with the Church is essential 
to understanding the necessity of 
being a Catholic. It is an absolute 
necessity -- no exceptions at all -- to 
be joined to the Church in some 
manner, at least through the virtues 
of faith, hope, and charity. However, 

it is only normatively necessary to 
be fully incorporated 
into or in perfect 
communion with 

the Catholic Church. 
There are exceptions to that 

requirement, as the Council of 
Trent taught (see below), though 

it is still a normative necessary.

In our discussion below, the 
word “necessary” will mean “nor-
matively necessary,” not “absolutely 
necessary.”

When it comes to the question 
of being a Catholic, that is both a 
necessity of precept and a necessity 
of means. It is a necessity of precept 
because God commands it, for “the 
Catholic Church was founded as 
necessary by God through Christ,” 
Lumen Gentium 14 (CCC 846). It 
is a necessity of means because the 
Catholic Church is the sacrament of 
salvation for mankind, containing all 
the means of grace. “As sacrament, the 
Church is Christ’s instrument. ‘She 
is taken up by him also as the instru-
ment for the salvation of all, ‘’the 
universal sacrament of salvation, ‘by 
which Christ is’ at once manifesting 
and actualizing the mystery of God’s 
love for men... (CCC 776, citing 
Vatican II’s Lumen Gentium 9:2, 48:2, 
and Gaudiam et Spes 45: 1).

The Offense of the Gospel

To many this teaching sounds 
extremely offensive, sectarian, and 
anti-Christian. But is it really? While 
non-Catholic Christians balk at the 
claim one must be a Catholic to be 
saved, many do not balk when it is 
said that one be a Christian to be 
saved. Evangelicals and Fundamental-
ists are well known for claiming pre-
cisely this. Many say it is an absolute 
necessity -- no exceptions allowed 

-- and are critical of Catholics for say-
ing some non-Christians may make it 
into heaven. They claim that in allow-
ing  th i s possibility the Church 

has compromised 
the gospel.

( F o r  a 
scriptural rebut- tal to this, see 
Acts 10:34-35, in which Peter 
dec lares  that 
anyone who fears 
God and works righteousness is ac-
ceptable to the Lord. See also Acts 
17:23, in which Paul says some 
Greeks worshipped the true God in 
ignorance. And see Rom. 2:13-16, in 
which Paul states that some gentiles 
who do not have the law of Moses 
-- meaning non-Christian gentiles, 
since they do have the law of Moses 
-- may be excused by their consciences 
and declared righteous on the day of 
judgment.)

Vatican II stated: “Those who, 
through no fault of their own, do 
not know the Gospel of Christ, but 
who nevertheless seek God with a 
sincere heart, and, moved by grace, 
try in their actions to do his will as 
they know it through the dictates 
of their conscience – those too may 
achieve eternal salvation.  Nor shall 
divine providence deny the assistance 
necessary for salvation to those who, 
without any fault of theirs, have not 
yet arrived at an explicit knowledge 
of God, and who, not without grace, 
strive to lead a good life . . . . But very 
often, deceived by the Evil One, men 
have become vain in their reasoning, 
having exchanged the truth of God 
for a lie and served the world rather 
than the Creator (c.f Rom. 1:21 and 
25).   Or else, living and dying in this 
world without God, they are exposed 
to ultimate despair.  Hence, to procure 
the glory of God and the salvation of 
all these, the Church, mindful of the 
Lord’s commands, ‘preach the Gospel 
to every creature’ (Mark 16:16) takes 
zealous care to foster the missions” 
Lumen Gentium 16).
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We would cite the works of any 
number of popes prior to Vatican 
II to show this (for example, Pius 
IX’s allocution, Singulari Quadem, 
given the day after he defined the 
Immaculate Conception in 1854, 
or his 1863 encyclical Quanto Con-
ficiamur Moerore, or Plus XII’s 1943 
encyclical Mystici Corporis), but to 
make short work of the matter, let us 
look at an infallible definition from 
the Council of Trent, whose teachings 
were formulated in one of the most 
bitterly polemical and least ecumeni-
cal periods in history, and which to 
radical traditionalists is an absolutely 
unimpeachable source.

Trent on Desire for Baptism

Canon four 
of Trent’s “Canons 
on the Sacraments 
in General” states, 
“If anyone shall say 
that the sacraments 
of the New Law are 
not necessary for 
salvation but are superfluous, and 
that although all are not necessary 
for every individual, without them 
or without the desire of them ... 
men obtain from God the grace of 
justification, let him be anathema 
[excommunicated].” This is an infal-
lible statement because anathemas 
pronounced by ecumenical councils 
are recognized as infallibly defining 
the doctrine under discussion.

Trent teaches that although not 
all the sacraments are necessary for 
salvation, the sacraments in general 
are necessary. Without them or the 
desire of them men cannot obtain 
the grace of justification, but with 
them or the desire of them men can 
be justified. The sacrament through 
which we initially receive justifica-
tion is baptism. But since the canon 
teaches that we can be justified with 
the desire of the sacraments rather 
than the sacraments themselves, we 

can be justified with the desire for 
baptism rather than baptism itself.

This is confirmed in chapter 
four of Trent’s Decree on Justifica-
tion. This chapter defines justification 
as “a translation from that state in 
which man is born a child of the first 
Adam to the state of grace and of the 
‘adoption of the sons’ of God through 
the second Adam, Jesus Christ, our 
Savior.” Justification thus includes the 
state of grace (salvation). The chap-
ter then states that “this translation, 
after the promulgation of the gospel, 
cannot be effected except through 
the laver of regeneration or a desire 
for it, as it is written: Unless a man 
be born again of water and the Holy 
Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom 

of God’ [John 3:5]. “ Justification, 
and thus the state of grace, can be ef-
fected through the desire for baptism 
(for scriptural examples of baptism of 
desire, see Acts 10:44-48, also Luke 
23:42-43).

Only actual baptism makes one 
a formal member of the Church; bap-
tism of desire does not do so. Since 
justification can be received by desire 
for baptism, as Trent states, justifica-
tion and thus received without formal 
membership in the Church. The 
desire for baptism is sufficient.

Implicit Desire

Later Catholic teaching has 
clarified the nature of this desire 
and shown it can be either explicit 
or implicit. One has explicit desire 
for baptism if he consciously desires 
and resolves to be baptized (as with 
catechumens and others). One has 

an implicit desire if he would resolve 
to be baptized if he knew the truth 
about it.

How does implicit desire work? 
Consider the following analogy: Sup-
pose there is a person who is sick and 
needs a shot of penicillin to make him 
better. He tells his physician, “Doc, 
you’ve got to give me something to 
help me get well!” The doctor looks 
at his chart and says, “Oh, what you 
want is penicillin. That’s the right 
drug for you.” In this case the man 
had an explicit desire for a drug to 
make him better -- whatever that 
drug might be -- and the appropriate 
one was penicillin. He thus had an 
implicit desire for penicillin even if he 
had not heard of it before. Thus the 

doctor said: “What 
you want is penicil-
lin.” This shows that 
it is possible to want 
something without 
knowing what it Is.

A person who 
has a desire to be 
saved and come to 

the truth, regardless of what that truth 
turns out to be, has an implicit desire 
for Catholicism and for the Catholic 
Church, because that is where truth 
and salvation are obtained. By resolv-
ing to pursue salvation and truth, 
he resolves to pursue the Catholic 
Church, even though he does not 
know that is what he is seeking. He 
thus implicitly longs to be a Catholic 
by explicitly longing and resolving to 
seek salvation and truth.

Papal and conciliar writings 
in the last hundred years have clari-
fied that those who are consciously 
non-Catholic in their theology may 
still have an overriding implicit 
desire for the truth and hence for 
Catholicism. Pope Plus XII stated 
that concerning some of “those who 
do not belong to the visible Body of 
the Catholic Church ... by an uncon-
scious desire and longing they have a 
certain relationship with the Mysti-
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cal Body of the Redeemer” (Mystici 
Corporis 103).

How does this work? Consider 
our example of the sick man who 
needs penicillin. Suppose that he 
thinks that a sulfa drug will cure him 
and he explicitly desires it. So he tells 
the doctor, “Doc, I’m real sick, and 
you’ve got to give me that sulfa drug 
to make me better.” But the doctor 
notices on his chart that he has an 
allergy to sulfa drugs, and says, “No, 
you don’t want that; what you really 
want is penicillin.” In this case the 
person’s primary desire is to get well; 
he has simply mistaken what will 
bring that about. Since his primary 
desire to be well, he implicitly desires 
whatever will cause that 
to happen. He thus 
implicitly desires the 
correct drug and will 
explicitly desire that 
drug as soon as he real-
izes the sulfa would not 
work.

As papal and con-
ciliar writings have in-
dicated, the same thing 
is possible in religion. If a person’s 
primary desire is for salvation and 
truth then he implicitly desires Ca-
tholicism even if he is consciously 
mistaken about what will bring him 
salvation and truth. He might be a 
member of some other church, yet de-
sire salvation and truth so much that 
he would instantly become a Catholic 
if he knew the truth concerning it. In 
this case, his primary desire would be 
for salvation and truth -- wherever 
that might be found -- rather than his 
primary desire being membership in 
a non-Catholic church.

However, the situation could 
be reversed. It is possible for a per-
son to have a stronger desire not to 
be a Catholic than to come to the 
truth. This would be the case when 
people resist evidence for the truth 
of Catholicism out of a desire to 
remain non-Catholic. In this case 

their primary desire would not be 
for the truth but for remaining a 
non-Catholic. Thus their ignorance 
of the truth would not be innocent 
(because they desired something else 
more than the truth), and it would 
constitute mortal sin.

Even though some radical 
traditionalists are disobedient to the 
papal and conciliar documents which 
teach the possibility of implicit desire 
sufficing for salvation, the Church has 
still taught for centuries that formal 
membership in the Church is not an 
absolute necessity for salvation. This 
was the point made by Trent when it 
spoke of desire for baptism bringing 
justification. The issue of whether 

desire for baptism saves and the issue 
of whether that desire can be explicit 
or implicit are two separate subjects 
which radical traditionalists often 
confuse. If we keep them separate, it 
is extremely clear from the Church’s 
historic documents that formal mem-
bership in the Church is not necessary 
for salvation.

Justification and Salvation

To avoid this, some radical tra-
ditionalists have tried to drive a wedge 
between justification and salvation, 
arguing that while desire for baptism 
might justify one, it would not save 
one if one died without baptism. But 
this is shown to be false by numerous 
passages in Trent.

In the same chapter that it states 
that desire for baptism Justifies, Trent 
defines Justification as “a translation 

... to the state of grace and of the 
adoption of the sons of God” (Decree 
on Justification 4). Since whoever is 
in a state of grace and adopted by 
God is In a state of salvation, desire 
for baptism saves. If one dies in the 
state of grace, one goes to heaven and 
receives eternal life.

As Trent also states: “Justifica-
tion ... is not merely remission of 
sins, but also the sanctification and 
renewal of the interior man through 
the voluntary reception of the grace 
and gifts, whereby an unrighteous 
man becomes a righteous man, and 
from being an enemy [of God] be-
comes a friend, that he may be ‘an heir 
according to the hope of life everlast-

ing’ [Titus 3:7]” 
(Decree on Justi-
fication 7). Thus 
desire for baptism 
brings justifica-
tion and justifica-
tion makes one 
an heir of life ev-
erlasting. If one 
dies in a state of 
justification, one 

will inherit eternal life. Period. This 
question of whether formal member-
ship is necessary for salvation is thus 
definitively settled by Trent. It is 
not. Informal membership, the kind 
had by one with desire for baptism, 
suffices.

This was also the teaching of 
Thomas Aquinas. He stated that 
those who have no desire for bap-
tism “cannot obtain salvation, since 
neither sacramentally nor men-
tally are they incorporated in Christ, 
through whom alone can salvation 
be obtained. Secondly, the sacra-
ment of baptism may be wanting to 
anyone in reality but not in desire: 
for instance, when a man wishes to be 
baptized, but by some ill-chance he is 
forestalled by death before receiving 
baptism. And such a man can obtain 
salvation without being actually 
baptized, on account of his desire for 
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baptism, which desire is the outcome 
of ‘faith that worketh by charity’ [Gal. 
5:6], whereby God, whose power is 
not tied to the visible sacraments, 
sanctifies man inwardly. Hence Am-
brose says of Valentinian, who died 
while yet a catechumen: ‘I lost him 
whom I was to regenerate; but he 
did not lose the grace he prayed for... 
(Summa Theologiae 111:68:2, citing 
Ambrose, Sympathy at the Death of 
Valentinian [A.D. 392]).

The question of whether desire 
for baptism needs to be explicit or 
implicit is a separate issue which was 
not raised by Trent, but which has 
been dealt with repeatedly by popes 
and councils since that time. Still, 
Trent alone shows that the statement 
in Unam Sanctam teaches a normative 
necessity for formal membership, not 
an absolute one. Those who desire but 
do not have baptism are not formally 
members of the Church, yet they are 
linked to the Church by their desire 
and can be saved.

What is absolutely necessary for 
salvation is a salvific link to the body 
of Christ, not full incorporation into 
it. To use the terms Catholic theol-
ogy has classically used, one can be 
a member of the Church by desire 
(in voto) rather than in actuality (in 
actu).

In A.D. 400, Augustine said, 
“When we speak of within and 
without in relation to the Church, 
it is the position of the heart that we 
must consider, not that of the body ... 
All who are within in heart are saved 
in the unity of the ark” (Baptism 
5:28:39).

And in the thirteenth century, 
Aquinas stated a person can obtain 
salvation if they are “sacramentally 
[or] mentally. . . incorporated in 
Christ, through whom alone can 
salvation be obtained,” and that “a 
man can obtain salvation without 
being actually baptized, on account 
of his desire for baptism, which desire 
is the outcome of ‘faith that worketh 

by charity’ [Gal. 5:6], whereby God, 
whose power is not tied to the visible 
sacraments, sanctifies man inwardly” 
(ST 111:68:2).

Private Judgment?

What the radical traditionalists 
have forgotten is that they are not the 
interpreters of previous papal state-
ments; the Magisterium is, and their 
personal interpretations may not go 
against the authoritative teaching of 
the current Magisterium.

The idea that they can by pri-
vate conscience interpret centuries-old 
papal decrees puts them in the same 
position as Protestants, interpreting 
centuries-old biblical documents. 
The radical traditionalist simply has 
a larger “Bible,” but the principle is 
the same: private interpretation rules! 
This completely defeats the purpose 
of having a Magisterium, which is to 
provide a contemporary source that 
can identify, clarify, and explain previ-
ous authoritative statements, whether 
from the Bible, Apostolic Tradition, 
or itself

Much of the current flap over 
Feeneyism could be avoided if con-
servative Catholics would remind 
themselves of the fact that it is the 
Magisterium, not them and their 
private judgment, which is the in-
terpreter of previous Magisterial 
statements,

The Necessity of Evangelism

The same is true of those who 
misuse papal and conciliar statements 
on the other side, privately interpret-
ing them in a way -- contrary to what 
they explicitly state -- that all religions 
are equal, that every religion leads one 
to God, and that there is no need for 
evangelism. The Church teaches the 
exact opposite!

While elements of truth may be 
found in other religions (for example, 
the truth that there is a supernatural 

world), elements of truth do not 
make equality in truth.

In fact, it can be the presence 
of elements of truth which make a 
counterfeit believable and lead one 
away from God. A lie is not credible 
if it bears no resemblance to reality, as 
illustrated by the serpent’s lie to Eve, 
which most definitely contained ele-
ments of truth -- Adam and Eve did 
become “as God, knowing good and 
evil” (Gen. 3:5, 22) -- but it was the 
believability of the serpent’s lie that 
led Adam and Eve away from God.

So though it is possible for a 
person to be led toward God by ele-
ments of truth that are found in a false 
religion, this does nothing to dimin-
ish the need for evangelism.

Vatican II may teach that it is 
possible for “Those who, through no 
fault of their own, do not know the 
Gospel of Christ or his Church” to 
receive salvation, but it immediately 
follows it up by stating that, despite 
that fact, “very often, deceived by the 
Evil One, men have become vain in 
their reasonings, have exchanged the 
truth of God for a lie and served the 
world rather than the Creator (cf. 
Rom. 1:21 and 25). Or else, living 
and dying in this world without God, 
they are exposed to ultimate despair. 
Hence, to procure the glory of God 
and the salvation of all these, the 
Church, mindful of the Lord’s com-
mand, ‘preach the Gospel to every 
creature’ (Mark 16:15) takes zealous 
care to foster the missions” (Lumen 
Gentium 16).

And Pope Pius XII stated con-
cerning “those who do not belong 
to the visible Body of the Catholic 
Church ... we ask each and every one 
of them to correspond to the interior 
movements of grace, and to seek to 
withdraw from that state in which 
they cannot be sure of their salvation. 
For even though by an unconscious 
desire and longing they have a certain 
relationship with the Mystical Body 
of the Redeemer, they still remain 
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deprived of those many heavenly gifts 
and helps which can only be enjoyed 
in he Catholic Church. Therefore 
may they enter into Catholic unity 
and, joined with us in the one, or-
ganic Body of Jesus Christ, may they 
together with us run on to the one 
Head in the society of glorious love” 
(Mystici Corporis 103).

These quotes show the Church’s 
insistence on people’s need to re-
ceive evangelization -- to hear the 
good news -- but most fundamen-
tally evangelism is necessary because 
Christ calls us to dispel all ignorance 
concerning him and the means of sal-
vation he has established (including 
the Church), for Christ commands, 
“Go therefore and make disciples of 
all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them 
to observe all that I have commanded 
you” (Matt. 28:19-20). We are to dis-

pel all ignorance, including innocent 
ignorance, for we are to “Go into all 
the world and preach the gospel to the 
whole creation” (Mark 16:15).
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Those who represent, even 
through silence, the Magisterium 
as not requiring and stressing the 
urgent need for world-wide evange-
lism are distorting the teaching of the 
magisterium as much as those who 
represent it as saying absolutely no 
one who is not formally a Catholic 
can be saved.
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His most recent book, The Salvation 
Controversity, will be published leter 
this year.. 
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 Dominus Iesus was often 
portrayed as a setback to ecumeni-
cal progress. Many who felt this way 
wondered how this document could 
so quickly follow the ecumenical 
triumph of the Joint Declaration on 
the Doctrine of Justification issued Oc-
tober 1999 by the Catholic Church 
and the Lutheran church.

The reality is that this document 
is an accurate and compelling sum-
mary of Vatican Council II’s teaching 
on the Church and ecumenism that 
incorporates further nuances and ex-
planations offered in the pontificate 
of John Paul II. Far from hauling in 
the sails of ecumenical initiative, the 
document fills and expands them by 
giving an accurate picture of what the 
Church actually believes.

 In his October 1, 2000 
Angelus address in St. Peter’s Square, 
Pope John Paul II said, “The docu-
ment [Dominus Iesus] thus expresses 
once again the same ecumenical pas-
sion that is the basis of my encyclical 
Ut Uunum Sint. I hope this declara-
tion, which is close to my heart, can, 
after so many erroneous interpreta-
tions, finally fulfill its function both 
of clarification and openness” (Zenit 

news agency dispatch ZE00100 104, 
October 1, 2000).

 Mature ecumenism involves 
not only a spirit of penance and 
conversion on all sides but a willing-
ness to face our differences directly, 
realizing with Pope John Paul II that 
“far more Unites us than divides us.” 
Authentic ecumenical sensitivity and 
reverence do not drift into religious 
indifferentism. Rather, they require a 
bold and authentic Catholic witness 
so that genuine ecumenical progress 
and dialogue can occur. 

 There were few surprises in 
the document for brothers and sisters 
of other faiths who are theologically 
well-informed and experienced in 
ecumenical give-and-take. Such 
individuals understand the need for 
the Catholic Church to have a bold 
witness in the world, a witness that is 
ultimately helpful to the progress of 
the ecumenical movement.

 As many Catholics have 
noted, there is nothing in Dominus 
Iesus that is not contained in the 
documents of the Second Vatican 
Council, the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, and the encyclicals of Pope 
John Paul II. In some cases where 

people were shocked or outraged by 
the content of the document, there is 
a real possibility

that they never really under-
stood or had been exposed to funda-
mental Catholic teachings. Others 
simply disagree with the Catholic 
approach. As Chicago’s Cardinal 
Francis George noted, “Asserting 
Catholic beliefs sometimes elicits an-
gry reactions since anti-Catholicism 
is part of the intellectual furniture 
and cultural heritage of this country” 
(The Catholic New World, September 
17-23, 2000, 3).

 Others - including Catholics 
- many have consciously or uncon-
sciously bought into the various types 
of relativism that are so much a part 
of contemporary thinking. As John 
Paul II says, “A legitimate plurality 
of positions has yielded to an undif-
ferentiated pluralism based upon 
the assumption that all positions are 
equally valid, which is one of today’s 
most widespread symptoms of the 
lack of confidence in truth” (Fides et 
Ratio 5).

 The Church will always be 
a sign of contradiction to a world 

John Paul II’s “Ecumenical 
Passion”

Following the release last September of the Vatican document 
on ecumenism, Dominus Iesus, the media gave it much publicity. 
Too frequently its content was caricatured or “,not fully explained. 
Baltimore’s Cardinal William Keeler, who serves on the Pontifical 
Council for Promoting Christian Unity correctly observed that many 
journalists did not have the necessary theological formation to present 
the document accurately (The Catholic Review, September 21, 2000, 
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that accepts such views as moral 
relativism (the idea that there is no 
objective truth), redeemer relativism 
Jesus Christ-along with Buddha, 
Confucius, Muhammad, and Marx 
is simply one among many revered 
moral teachers), and ecclesiological 
relativism (the Church of Christ is 
merely a federation of different eccle-
sial communities whose differences 
in approach to doctrinal and moral 
issues is insignificant).

 Still, these challenges should 
not discourage us but should rein-
vigorate us with a contemplative and 
missionary spirit. The contemplative 
fortitude and determination of such 
saints as Elizabeth Ann Seton, Francis 
Xavier Cabrini, and Katherine Drexel 
should propel us forward with confi-
dence.

 The confusion surrounding 
Dominus Iesus affords us the oppor-
tunity to help others understand how 
the Church views Jesus Christ and 
her own identity and mission in the 
world. It is not a time for Catholics to 
become defensive. It is a missionary 
moment -it is an ecumenical mo-
ment.

 The Church is permanently 
open to missionary and ecumenical 
endeavor (see CDF’s Communionis 
Notio 4). “The missionary thrust 
therefore belongs to the very nature 
of the Christian life,” writes John 
Paul II, “and is also the inspiration 
behind ecumenism: ‘that they may 
all be one ... so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me’ John 
17:21)” (Redemptoris Missio 1).

 Think of the rich symbol-
ism of the Bernini columns in St. 
Peter’s Square. They symbolize the 
arms of the unique redeemer Jesus 
Christ -and the arm of his Church 
outstretched to the world. They re-
flect that the Catholic Church is the 
universal sacrament of salvation and 
that the Church of Christ subsists in 
the Catholic Church.

 This theological truth about 

the Church’s identity affirms the 
necessity of missionary activity in 
the world: “In the Church’s history, 
missionary drive has always been a 
sign of vitality, just as its lessening is 
a sign of a crisis of faith” (RM 2). At 
the same time, the Bernini columns 
symbolize the Church’s ecumenical 
and interreligious outreach to the 
world as well as its steadfast defense 
of human freedom. The Church has a 
refined reverence for all of her broth-
ers and sisters of different faiths and 
religions.

 That the Church believes she 
is the universal sacrament of salvation 
launches her into a vigorous mission-
ary activity. “From the beginning of 
my pontificate I have chosen to travel 
to the ends of the earth in order to 
show this missionary concern,” says 
John Paul II. “My direct contact with 
peoples who do not know Christ 
has convinced me even more of the 
urgency of missionary activity . . . 
. Above all, there is a new awareness 
that missionary activity is a matter 
for all Christians, for all dioceses and 
parishes, Church institutions and as-
sociations” (RM 1,2).

 Why in the contemporary 
world does the Catholic Church need 
to engage in missionary activity and

evangelization? In his encyclical 
Evangeli Nuntiandi, Pope Paul VI 
states, “Evangelization means the car-
rying forth of the good news to every 
sector of the human race so that by its 
strength it may enter into the hearts 
of people and renew the human race. 
It is a prophetic proclamation of the 
existence of another life.”

 We must not confuse the 
Second Vatican Council’s spirited 
defense of religious freedom and the 
freedom of conscience with a paraly-
sis of missionary and evangelization 
efforts. Bearing witness to Christ in 
the world and the role of his Church 
in a way that respects consciences and 
cultures does not violate freedom. 
Faith is a gift and a free choice - but 

in order for someone to have the op-
portunity to make a choice, the faith 
must be presented to him strongly 
and convincingly.

 John Paul II: “Her mission 
does not restrict freedom but rather 
promotes it. The Church proposes; she 
imposes nothing. She respects indi-
viduals and cultures, and she honors 
the sanctuary of conscience. To those 
whom for various reasons oppose mis-
sionary activity, the Church repeats: 
Open the doors to Christ!” (RM 39).

 The doctrinal foundation of 
the missionary drive of the Catholic 
Church depends on the conviction 
that she possesses the ministry and au-
thority Of Jesus Christ. Her bishops 
have received their authorization in a 
lineal sequence from the apostles and, 
beyond them, from Christ. As the 
successors of the apostles, they validly 
exercise the apostolic functions of 
teaching Jesus Christ’s message, gov-
erning the faithful according to the 
pattern he instituted, and sanctifying 
them with his divine life, especially 
through the sacraments.

 An ecumenical spirit and 
a commitment to interreligious 
dialogue is a logical extension of her 
missionary spirit. Jesus prayed that 
all his followers might be one.  John 
Paul II says, “It is not a question of 
altering the deposit of faith, changing 
the meaning of dogmas, eliminating 
essential words from them, accom-
modating truth to the preferences 
of a particular age, or suppressing 
certain articles of the Creed under 
the false pretext that they are no 
longer understood today. The unity 
willed by God can be attained only 
by the adherence of all the content 
of the revealed faith in its entirety. 
In matters of faith, compromise is in 
contradiction with God who is Truth. 
In the body of Christ, ‘the way, the 
truth, and the light’ (John 14:6), who 
could consider legitimate a reconcili-
ation brought about at the expense of 
truth?” (Ut Unum Sint 18).
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 Ecumenical progress requires 
a commitment to penance and prayer. 
In fact, ecumenical prayer is the soul 
of ecumenism. Deep conversion of 
hearts removes the blindness that 
hampers true unity. Just as there is 
dialogue and doctrinal rapproche-
ment such as the Catholic-Lutheran 
accord of 1999, so too have churches 
been able to work together in many 
practical areas.

 Fr. Avery Dulles character-
izes the ecumenical vision of John 
Paul II in this way: “By showing 
that the quest for unity is grounded 
in the unalterable will of Christ for 
his Church, the present pope makes 
it clear that ecumenism does not 
depend on prospects of visible suc-
cess but that it is to be pursued in all 
times and places, even in the face of 
indifference and hostility . . . . 

For Catholics and non-Catho-
lics alike: If you have not read Domi-
nus Iesus, read it carefully and medi-
tatively a number of times. Then read 
(or re-read) the encyclicals Redempto-
ris Missio (1990) and Ut Unum Sint 
(1995) and the Vatican II documents 
themselves. This investment of, time 
will give you a solid foundation for 
understanding the Catholic teach-
ing on the issues raised by Dominus 
Iesus. Catholics must have a thirst 
to know the truth and the thirst to 
live it through a missionary spirit, 
an ecumenical spirit, and a respect 
for the beautiful harmony that exists 
between faith and reason. 

Msgr. John O. Barres is chancel-
lor of the diocese of Wilmington, Dela-
ware.  This article was originally pub-
lished in This Rock, January 2001.

He makes it clear that Chris-
tian unity, if it ever comes about, 
cannot be a human achievement but 
only a gift of God. For this reason 
he keeps the primary emphasis on 
spiritual ecumenism and prayer.  The 
most effective ecumenism is that 
which cultivates patience, humility, 
and fervent trust in the Holy Spirit, 
who enables us to hope against hope 
and to leave the future in the hands 
of God, the sole master of our des-
tinies” (The Splendor of Faith: The 
Theological Vision of Pope John Paul 
II, 157).

 So we see that Dominus Iesus, 
in the words of the Holy Father, is 
an expression of his “ecumenical pas-
sion.” Catholics are called to embrace 
the virtue of humility and be com-
mitted to ongoing conversion as the 
best and most practical investment 
in Church reform and ecumenical 
progress. Sometimes humility means 
deploring the mistakes of the past, as 
the Holy Father did so eloquently in 
the year 2000. Sometimes humility 
means a willingness to be a sign of 
contradiction by witnessing to the 
truths of Jesus Christ and his Church 
without compromise.
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In Search Of The New Testament Church
By Mark D. Steele

We could make a strong case that the Catholic 
Church is the only contender for the title “Church of the 
Apostles, Church of the New Testament” - so what. Why 
does it matter which church you go to since ultimately 
church is not necessary, as long as you have Jesus” I believe 
this statement is wrong for three reasons. First, a person 
cannot claim to follow Jesus and willfully reject His will 
for unity. Second, this attitude is condemned by analogy 
in Jude’s epistle. And third, by rejecting the Church a 
Christian rejects the fullness of Christ and the Gospel.

Thy Will Be Done

I will assume that anyone who 
claims to have Jesus also believes that 
He should strive to live according to 
His will. Jesus clearly revealed His will 
for the Church in His prayer at the 
Last Supper:

“I pray not only for them [the 
apostles], but also for those who will 
believe in me through their word, 
so that they may all be one, as you, 
Father, are in me and I in you, that 
they may also be in us, that the world 
may believe that you sent me. And I 
have given them the glory you gave 
me, so that they may be one. as we 
are one, I in them and you in me, 
that they may be brought to perfec-
tion as one, that the world may know 
that you sent me, and that you loved 
them even as you loved me.” John 
17:20-23, NAB

Jesus intended for all that be-
lieved in Him through the teaching 
of the apostles to be one with each 
other and with Him in the same way 
that Jesus and the Father are one. 
Jesus  stated His reasons for desir-
ing this unity, (1) that the Church 
be brought to perfection as one (in 
other words, sanctification is not just 

an individualistic work of God), (2) 
that the world may know that the 
Father sent Jesus, and (3) that the 
world may know that the Father loves 
the Church even as the Father loved 
Jesus. Jesus linked our perfection and 
the success of His mission to the unity 
of Christians. We cannot have unity 
when we willingly reject His Church. 
By doing so, we are willingly rejecting 
His stated will, our own perfection, 
and the success of His mission.

In addition, in this passage Jesus 
described the mechanism for this 
unity as the glory that He passed on 
to the Apostles from the Father. He 
earlier related this glory to the author-
ity to bring eternal life to all (see John 
17:1-2). Later, after His resurrection, 
Jesus commissioned the Apostles to 
make disciples of all nations, baptiz-
ing them in the name of the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit and in-
structing them to do all that He had 
commanded (Matt. 28-.19-20). Jesus 
elsewhere stated that to see Him is to 
see the Father and to know Him is to 
know the Father. To see the Church 
is to see Christ on earth. To know the 
Church is to know Christ on earth. 
To be in the Church is to be in Christ 
on earth. And to reject the Church is 

to reject Christ on earth.

The Sin of Korah

Jude warned Christians against 
the sin of Korah (Jude 11). This sin 
was a rejection of the authority of 
Moses and thus a rejection of the God 
whom Moses was representing (Num-
bers 16). It did not have a happy 
ending for the sons of Korah. In fact, 
one of the major claims of Korah was 
that all of Israel was a holy nation and 
a kingdom of priests (based on Ex. 
19:6) so who did Moses think he was 
anyway? Protestants imply this same 
charge, that because all Christians are 
kings and priests, there should be no 
one with authority over them.

Just because the people of God 
are a royal priesthood and a holy na-
tion does not mean that they have 
equal authority. It is the Kingdom of 
God, not the Republic of God. The 
New Testament repeatedly tells us to 
obey the leaders appointed over us and 
that not all will be equally rewarded in 
the Kingdom. Many of Jesus’ parables 
point to this fact as does His acknowl-
edgment that the Apostles would sit 
in Judgment over the tribes of Israel. 
To reject legitimate authority (even 
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by indifference), appointed by God, 
in favor of our own authority, is to 
re-commit the sin of Korah.

What Is The Value Of Circum-
cision? (Romans 3:1)

Many early Christians ques-
tioned the value of the Old Covenant 
In the face of the New Covenant. Paul 
rejected this questioning by pointing 
out that the Jews had had the advan-
tage of the full knowledge of God’s 
revelation in their day. This is the 
primary advantage of the Catholic 
Church - the full deposit of faith and 
revelation of God coupled with the 
promise of the Holy Spirit’s protec-
tive guidance and the grace provided 
in support of Apostolic authority 
and mission. This fullness of Christ’s 
Gospel can lead to a certainty and 
freedom elsewhere unavailable.

Christians can know the Truth 
through its pillar and foundation - the 
Church (I Tim. 3:15). This Truth 
then sets them free. This freedom can-
not be realized so long as we cannot 
know for certain that the doctrines we 
believe are without error. And we can 
never know this outside the Catholic 
Church (Lk. 10:16), This freedom 
is not gained without much study, 
prayer, and submission to both the 
Holy Spirit and the teaching author-
ity of the Church that speaks for Jesus 
Christ (Acts 15:28) This teaching 
authority means that, especially on 

teachings essential to salvation (faith 
and morals), one is assured of what 
the truth is. Submission means fol-
lowing that truth to Christ.  That is 
the hard part.

Jimmy Swaggert once said that 
when we all get to heaven, we will find 
out we were wrong about something. 
True enough, but we will only be 
wrong where our beliefs and actions 
conflict with the binding teachings of 
the Church. The true tragedy of this 
is that we could have known about 
our errors by studying those teachings 
now and conforming to them.

While the “stick” of Church 
membership is the sin of rejecting 
Christ’s will and the sin of Korah 
(rejecting God by rejecting those He 
placed into authority), the “carrot” 
is the freedom of knowing that con-
formance and obedience to Christ’s 
Church prevents error and especially 
prevents us from having to reinvent 
the doctrinal wheel with every gen-
eration.

Conclusion - The Church as 
Bride

I grew up in denominations 
reading “Christian comics” that por-
trayed the Catholic Church as blas-
phemous and the Pope as a leading 

candidate for the anti-Christ. 
Not only do these groups believe that 
it is unnecessary to be a part of the 
Catholic Church, they believe that it 
is wrong. But the Catholic Church is 
the same Church, historically, doc-
trinally, morally, and authoritatively, 
as the Church of the New Testament. 
It iv the Bride of Christ. How can 
one reject the Bride and expect to be 
accepted at the wedding?

The real question is not, “why 
do I need to join the Catholic Church 
if I have Jesus?” but, “if one claims 
to have Christ, by what right does 
one refuse to submit to the authority 
of His Church?” By what right can 
someone create his own church and 
yet claim that he is following Christ? 
By what right can someone follow any 
church with a clearly defined starting 
date later than Christ’s Ascension and 
the day of Pentecost? The burden of 
proof is on the person who says that 
he follows Christ but can still reject 
His Bride.

Mark D. Steele was received 
into the Catholic Church 3 years ago 
at Easter from a background of fun-
damentalism and Pentecostalism with 
a detour through apostasy. He lives 
outside Philadelphia with his wife and 
three children.
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  In 1827 he began meeting 
with other Christians in Dublin who 
felt similarly alienated from politics, 
ritual, and hierarchy, and by 1831 
he had left the Church of England. 
Joining believers of like sympathies 
in Plymouth, England, he helped to 
spawn the movement known as the 
Plymouth Brethren.

The Emergence of Dispensationalism

The Brethren came to reject all 
organized forms of religion, calling 
strenuously for separation from all 
existing religious bodies. This hos-
tility, directed especially toward the 
Catholic Church but also toward 
Protestant denominations as well, 
deeply shaped dispensationalism, a 
new system of scriptural interpreta-
tion that Darby developed. Dispen-
sationalism offered Christians a way 
to place all of history in a tidy pack-
age, sorting out biblical prophecies 
into neat little boxes and wrapping 
up the whole in millenarian notions 
that looked for Christ’s soon return 
to establish an earthly kingdom. This 
religious system spread like wildfire 

throughout hundreds of British and 
American congregations of Darby’s 
day and became a standard feature in 
much of what was then emerging as 
Protestant fundamentalism. 

The popularity of the new 
teaching was aided significantly 
by the publication in 1909 of The 
Scofield Reference Bible, at that time 
the best-selling Bible in American 
history. This book sold nearly two 
million copies in the first thirty years 
after its publication. A King James 
Version of the Scripture, it included 
extensive notes on nearly every page 
of the scriptural text by C. I. Scofield, 
an enthusiastic convert to Darby’s 
dispensational beliefs. Scofield was 
a Kansas City lawyer with no theo-
logical training. But his legal train-
ing compensated in persuasiveness 
for what his background lacked as a 
biblical scholar. In time, millions of 
Americans were studying Scofield’s 
marginal notes as eagerly as if they 
were part of the divinely inspired 
biblical text.

“Earthly People” vs. “Heavenly 
People”

Dispensationalism is so called 
because it divides all history into 
seven “dispensations,” or progressive 
stages in God’s unfolding revelation 
to humanity.  Largely following 
Darby, Scofield identified the dispen-
sations this way: Innocency (Creation 
to the Fall), Conscience (the Fall to 
Noah), Human Government (Noah 
to Abraham), The Promise (Abraham 
to Moses), The Law (Moses to Jesus), 
Grace (The Church Age), The King-
dom (The Millennium).  

In each of these time periods, 
God reveals some specific aspect of 
His will and commands obedience 
to it to test humanity’s faithfulness. 
In each period, however, mankind 
utterly fails the test. So each period 
must end in God’s judgment, and a 
new period must follow, in which 
God makes a new set of arrangements 
in dealing with the human race to put 
it once more on trial. For that reason, 
the promises and commands God 
issues under one dispensation may 
be different from those under other 
dispensations.

The dispensational scheme 
sharply divides between two divine 

“Short and Na-
Dispensational Views of the Church
                By Paul Thigpen, Ph.D.

Few Americans would recognize the name of John Nelson 
Darby (1800-1882), but millions have in fact been deeply 
influenced by his religious ideas. Darby worked tirelessly as a 
parish priest of the Anglican Church in Ireland, but he eventu-
ally grew disenchanted with what he perceived to be the lifeless 
formalism of traditional religion.
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plans for history, one for an “earthly 
people” (the Jews) and one for a 
“heavenly people” (the Church). 
Darby in particular makes such a radi-
cal distinction between the two that 
Israel and the Church become utterly 
isolated from each other, with Israel 
under “law” and the Church under 
“grace.” All continuity between God’s 
dealings with the Jews and His deal-
ings with the Church disappears.

According to the dispensational 
view, for example, the Bible must be 
divided up between those passages 
intended for Israel and those for the 
Church. Some dispensationalists 
insist that Old Testament prophecies 
apply exclusively to Israel—none 
to the Church. They may even go 
so far as to claim that Jesus did not 
preach the Sermon on the Mount 
for Christians; it is actually for Jews 
who will live in Christ’s future earthly 
kingdom.

God’s plan for the Jewish peo-
ple, dispensationalism teaches, was 
revealed through a series of covenants, 
or agreements, which pointed to the 
establishment of an earthly kingdom 
by the Messiah (the Christ, the 
“Anointed One”). But Israel rejected 
the Messiah—Jesus Christ—when 
He came. So God had to postpone the 
founding of the kingdom. He turned 
away from Israel and created a new 
people, the Church, out of the Gen-
tile nations (non-Jewish peoples).

According to this “postpone-
ment” theory, Israel’s “prophetic 
clock” stopped ticking when Christ 
died. But it will start ticking again 
when the Antichrist arrives on the 
scene. At that point, true believers 
will be “raptured”—that is, snatched 
from the earth away to heaven. With 
the Christians out of the way, the 
great tribulation will proceed, with 
Israel at center stage once more in 
God’s dealing with the world. Once 
Christ returns to earth a final time, 
He will reign for a thousand years as 
Ruler of an earthly kingdom of Israel, 

with its capital at Jerusalem.

A Faulty View of the Church
 
Today, dispensationalists still 

tend to see the institutional Church as 
largely apostate and assume that true 
believers are a small minority in the 
world. They reject sacraments, creeds, 
ritual, and priests—in fact, clergy of 
any kind. They view all ecclesiasti-
cal organization and ordering with 
suspicion. 

Consider, for example, these 
words from Hal Lindsay’s Late Great 
Planet Earth, the runaway bestseller of 
the 1970s that did so much to spread 
dispensationalist thinking about the 
“end times” a generation ago. In a sec-
tion entitled “Where Is the Church?” 
Lindsay insists: “The apostate church 
is, always has been, and will be, the 
visible, physical gathering of people 
who may call themselves Christians. 
… The true church, on the other 
hand, includes all believers in Christ” 
(Hal Lindsey with C. C. Carlson, The 
Late Great Planet Earth, p. 127).

Lindsey offers the usual dis-
pensational view of ecclesiology: The 
Church is not the one, holy, Catholic, 
and apostolic body of Christ, sharing 
in Christ’s own holiness, power, au-
thority, and glory. Dispensationalists 
know nothing of a supernaturally 
planted and cultivated Church that 
grows down through the centuries as a 
magnificent living organism, spread-
ing its branches around the world 
(the Church militant), into purgatory 
(the Church penitent), and even into 
heaven itself (the Church trium-
phant), where the saints are joined in 
powerful communion with those of 
us who have yet to be perfected. 

Instead, dispensationalists see 
the Church more as a collection of 
individuals with a correct belief, a 
voluntary association of those who are 
already “saved,” each waiting his turn 
to escape a corrupt world and enter 
the safety of heaven. Faith is, above 

all, a direct one-on-one relationship 
with God that, once established, 
guarantees salvation. Given that view 
of Christian life, it is no wonder, 
then, that dispensationalism holds 
out the promise that God will snatch 
true believers out of a troubled world 
in the “rapture.” That way, He can 
get down to the apparently more 
important business of building a 
true kingdom of God on earth—the 
nation of Israel.

 
“The Word Was Made Flesh”
 
One nineteenth-century Cath-

olic writer, speaking of Protestant 
religions, lamented, “So short a 
creed, and so naked a worship!” The 
stripped-down, truncated nature of 
much Protestant belief and practice 
is nowhere more evident than in 
dispensational ecclesiology. The “rap-
ture” idea is simply a token of a falsely 
spiritualized notion of the Church. It 
fails to understand that the Church is 
sacramental in nature, a supernatural 
reality embodied in space and time, 
nature and history.

 In dispensationalism (and in 
some other forms of Protestantism as 
well), elements of the ancient Gnostic 
heresy—characterized chiefly by a 
disdain for the material world—seem 
to have reappeared. The dispensa-
tional theology fails to appreciate the 
full implications of the reality that the 
Word of God took on flesh; He did 
not remain simply the Word (see John 
1:14). Infinity Himself entered space; 
Eternity Himself entered time; and in 
the process, both space and time were 
transformed. The Incarnation 
thus set the stage for the whole 
sacramental reality on which the 
Church is based: Once God’s own 
nature was permanently joined to our 
nature in Christ, the world was never 
the same again. 

Christ’s life comes to us in the 
present age through His Word, His 
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Sacraments, and His Spirit. Most 
Protestants give almost exclusive 
priority to the role of His Word and 
His Spirit. In doing so, they tend to 
forget that the Word became flesh, 
and that the Spirit works through 
flesh and through other material 
realities as well.  

Water and oil, bread and wine, 
human hands and even (in the sacra-
ment of matrimony) human bodies 
as a whole become the vehicles of 
God’s grace and glory. The power of 
these Sacraments is conveyed through 
physical, material settings: the ritual 
and furnishings of the liturgy. And the 
ripples of sacramental grace, flowing 
by way of the prayers of the Church, 
touch the world through an array of 
physical, material sacramentals: bless-
ings and holy water, palms and ashes, 
crucifixes and statues, relics and med-
als and all the rest. Just as divine pow-
er flowed through material elements 
in biblical times—the bones of Elisha 
(see II Kings 13:20-21), the hem of 
Jesus’ garment (Matthew 9:20-22), 
the mud applied to the blind man’s 
eyes (John 9:1-7), the handkerchiefs 
and aprons touched to St. Paul’s body 
(Acts 19:11-12)—God’s grace can 
touch us today in similar ways.

The rejection of the Church’s 
Magisterium by Protestants is in its 
own way a rejection of the Church’s 
sacramental nature. If, because of the 
Incarnation, God’s mighty power can 
flow through such humble elements 
as water and oil, then His infallible 
teaching authority can surely rest on 
a man or group of men, even though 
they in themselves are fallible. Oth-
erwise, the Scripture could not have 
been written in the first place. The 
book that Protestants hold in such 
high (and deserved) regard, after all, 
is itself a sacramental reality. In the 
natural words of men, we hear the in-
fallible, supernatural words of God. 

“The Great Parenthesis”

C h r i s -
tians of the early cen-
turies often insisted, “The world was 
created for the sake of the Church,” 
the redeemed people of God. This 
startling affirmation may sound like 
a proud boast, but it actually reflects 
a humbling truth: The Church, as 
St. Epiphanius put it, is “the goal of 
all things,” because God’s purpose 
in creating the world was to have 
sons and daughters in communion 
with Him—and this communion 
finds its ultimate fulfillment in the 
Church(Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, 760 (hereafter cited as 
“CCC”)). 

When we examine dispensa-
tional teachings, we find a strikingly 
contradictory view, a radical devalu-
ing of the Church’s purpose in the 
world, especially in the present age. 
Darby, for example, went so far as to 
insist that our age was actually unfore-
seen by the Old Testament prophets. 
In a sense, the Church appears in his 
scheme to be something of a distrac-
tion from God’s real work. It is no 
more than a tangent in the story of 
human history.

The rapture, say the dispen-
sationalists, is necessary to take the 
Church out of the way so that God 
can complete His dealings with the 
Jews. In fact, the long interim period 
between the “stopping” and “starting” 

of Israel’s prophetic “clock” is known 
to dispensationalists as the “great 
parenthesis.” That means the present 
age, the age of the Church, is only an 
interruption in the main “sentence,” 
so to speak, which is the divine plan 
for Israel.

Not surprisingly, Darby and 
the Brethren taught that the “true” 
church is purely spiritual in character 
and should have no involvement in 

earthly affairs. “The church,” he 
insisted, “is properly heavenly, 
in its calling and relationship 

with Christ, forming no part of the 
course of events of the earth, which 
makes the rapture so simple and clear. 
… Our calling is on high. Events are 
on earth.” (From Darby’s collected 
letters, quoted in  Sandeen, Roots of 
Fundamentalism, p. 63). 

 Consider the dangers of 
such a view of the Church. It warns 
Christians not to dirty their hands 
with attempts to improve the condi-
tions of the world, to work for peace 
or justice. After all, as Billy Sunday, a 
fundamentalist professional-baseball-
player-turned-revivalist, was fond of 
saying: “The world is going to hell so 
fast it’s breaking the speed limit.” So 
why bother? 

 Dwight L. Moody, another 
wildly popular revival preacher who 
helped spread dispensational ideas in 
the U.S. and Britain, expressed the 
common dispensational attitude with 
a memorable image. “I look upon the 
world as a wrecked vessel,” Moody 
said. “God has given me a lifeboat and 
said to me, ‘Moody, save all you can’” 
(Quoted in William G. McLoughlin, 
Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform, p. 
144).

 That “lifeboat” was the work 
of evangelization, and to their credit, 
many dispensationalists have worked 
hard to call people to faith in Christ. 
But many times this seems to be the 
extent of the role they envision for 
the Church in the present age. 

Take just one recent example. 
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human history, into every little corner 
of human life—not just the spiritual 
realm, but the social, cultural, politi-
cal, and economic realms as well. The 
Church, proclaimed the Fathers of 
the Second Vatican Council, “is to 
be a leaven and, as it were, the soul 
of human society in its renewal by 
Christ and transformation into the 
family of God.” (Gaudium et Spes, 
40,2; quoted in CCC 854). 

In short: Dispensationalist 
views notwithstanding, soldiers in 
the “Church militant” should seek 
to change history, not to escape it by 
being snatched away in a “rapture” 
when the going gets tough. For that 
reason we pray, “Thy kingdom come, 
Thy will be done, on earth as it is in 
heaven.”

Adapted from The Rapture Trap: A 
Catholic Response to “End Times” Fever, 
copyright 2001by Ascension Press by Dr. 
Paul Thigpen.  Dr. Thigpen is a senior edi-
tor for Servant Publications and associate 
editor of Envoy Magazine.  He is a former 

evangelical Ptotestant pastor who entered 
the Catholic Church in 1993. 

Tim LaHaye, whose many non-fic-
tion books have long been popular 
in the fundamentalist community, is 
a coauthor of the current Left Behind 
series of novels that is rapidly spread-
ing dispensationalist notions to a new 
generation. In his book Revelation 
Unveiled, in a section entitled “The 
Present Work of Christ,” LaHaye 
devotes only a few paragraphs to 
this most important of topics for 
understanding the purpose of our 
Lord’s second coming (which is what 
the book is primarily about). In that 
section, LaHaye seems to confine 
Christ’s present work to the conver-
sion of individuals by a simple prayer 
of confession, through which they are 
“saved.” Meanwhile, the work of the 
Church is merely to help others come 
to the place of praying that sinner’s 
prayer (Tim LaHaye, Revelation Un-

veiled, pp. 30-31).

Eternal Fire Insurance Agents?

Of course we must be calling 
unbelievers to repentance and faith. 
But the faith to which we call them 
must be more than eternal fire insur-
ance—a promise from God that if 
they will once “accept Jesus Christ 
as their personal Lord and Savior,” 
they will forever be guaranteed 
an escape from hell. No, con-
version is not just a single act 
of mental assent to an intel-
lectual proposition, or even 
a one-time commitment of a 
person’s entire self to the Lord. 
Instead, it is a repeated, lifelong 
giving of the self to God, so that 
He can remake the soul, gradually 
restoring in us His image, making 
us fit for the privilege of taking part 
in His own nature, sharing perfect fel-
lowship with Him and all His saints 
and angels for all eternity. And the 
role of the Church is to nurture us in 
this process over a lifetime.

“Work out your own salvation 

with fear and trembling,” St. Paul 
tells us, “for God is at work in you, 
both to will and to work for His good 
pleasure” (Philippians 2:12-13). St. 
James speaks rather bluntly about 
the matter: “What does it profit, my 
brethren, if a man says he has faith but 
has not works? Can his faith save him? 
… Do you want to be shown, you 
foolish fellow, that faith apart from 
works is barren? Was not Abraham 
our father justified by works, when 
he offered his son Isaac upon the 
altar? You see that faith was active 
along with his works, and faith was 
completed by works. … You see that 
a man is justified by works and not by 
faith alone. … For as the body apart 
from the spirit is dead, so faith apart 
from works is dead” (James 2:14, 
20-22, 24, 26).

Meanwhile, the work of the 
Church in the world includes much 
more than evangelism. The Church 
is the “‘universal sacrament of salva-
tion’ in the world,” (CCC, 849) the 
body of Christ, the vessel carrying His 
grace and presence into every page of 
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What does “catholic” 
mean?
830 The word “catholic” means 
“universal,” in the sense of “according 
to the totality” or “in keeping with 
the whole.” The Church is catholic 
in a double sense:  First, the Church 
is catholic because Christ is present 
in her. “Where there is Christ Jesus, 
there is the Catholic Church.”  In her 
subsists the fullness of Christ’s body 
united with its head; this implies that 
she receives from him “the fullness 
of the means of salvation” which 
he has willed: correct and complete 
confession of faith, full sacramental 
life, and ordained ministry in apostolic 
succession. The Church was, in this 
fundamental sense, catholic on the 
day of Pentecost and will always be 
so until the day of the Parousia. 

831 Secondly, the Church is catholic 
because she has been sent out by 
Christ on a mission to the whole 
of the human race:  All men are 
called to belong to the new People of 
God. This People, therefore, while 
remaining one and only one, is to be 
spread throughout the whole world 
and to all ages in order that the design 
of God’s will may be fulfilled: he made 
human nature one in the beginning 
and has decreed that all his children 
who were scattered should be finally 
gathered together as one.... The 
character of universality which adorns 
the People of God is a gift from the 

Lord himself whereby the Catholic 
Church ceaselessly and efficaciously 
seeks for the return of all humanity 
and all its goods, under Christ the 
Head in the unity of his Spirit. 

Each particular Church 
is “catholic.”
832 “The Church of Christ is really 
present in all legitimately organized 
local groups of the faithful, which, 
in so far as they are united to their 
pastors, are also quite appropriately 
ca l led Churches  in  the  New 
Testament.... In them the faithful 
are gathered together through the 
preaching of the Gospel of Christ, 
and the mystery of the Lord’s Supper 
is celebrated.... In these communities, 
though they may often be small and 
poor, or existing in the diaspora, 
Christ is present, through whose 
power and influence the One, Holy, 
Catholic, and Apostolic Church is 
constituted.”

833 The phrase “particular church,” 
which is the diocese (or eparchy), 
refers to a community of the Christian 
faithful in communion of faith 
and sacraments with their bishop 
ordained in apostolic succession.  
These particular Churches “are 
constituted after the model of the 
universal Church; it is in these and 
formed out of them that the one and 
unique Catholic Church exists.”

834 Particular Churches are fully 
catholic through their communion 
with one of them, the Church of 
Rome “which presides in charity.”  
“For with this church, by reason of 
its pre-eminence, the whole Church, 
that is the faithful everywhere, must 
necessarily be in accord.”  Indeed, 
“from the incarnate Word’s descent to 
us, all Christian churches everywhere 
have held and hold the great Church 
that is here [at Rome] to be their 
only basis and foundation since, 
according to the Savior’s promise, 
the gates of hell have never prevailed 
against her.”

835 “Let us be very careful not to 
conceive of the universal Church as 
the simple sum, or. . . . the more or less 
anomalous federation of essentially 
different particular churches. In 
the mind of the Lord the Church is 
universal by vocation and mission, 
but when she pub down her roots in a 
variety of cultural, social, and human 
terrains, she takes on different external 
expressions and appearances in each 
part of the world.”  The rich variety 
of ecclesiastical disciplines, liturgical 
rites, and theological and spiritual 
heritages proper to the local churches 
“unified in a common effort, shows all 
the more resplendently the catholicity 
of the undivided Church.”

THE CHURCH IS 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church is a “genuine, systematic 
prestntation of the faith and of Catholic doctrine.”  Keeping this 
in mind it is therefore fitting to review certain pertinant chapters of 
the Catechism where they address the subject of the doctrine of the 
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Who belongs to the 
Catholic Church?
836 “All men are called to this 
catholic unity of the People of God.... 
And to it, in different ways, belong 
or are ordered: the Catholic faithful, 
others who believe in Christ, and 
finally all mankind, called by God’s 
grace to salvation.”

837 “Fully incorporated into the 
society of the Church are those who, 
possessing the Spirit of Christ, accept 
all the means of salvation given to 
the Church together with her entire 
organization, and who - by the bonds 
constituted by the profession of 
faith, the sacraments, ecclesiastical 
government, and communion - are 
joined in the visible structure of the 
Church of Christ, who rules her 
through the Supreme Pontiff and the 
bishops. Even though incorporated 
into the Church, one who does not 
however persevere in charity is not 
saved. He remains indeed in the 
bosom of the Church, but ‘in body’ 
not ‘in heart.’”

838 “The Church knows that she is 
joined in many ways to the baptized 
who are honored by the name of 
Christian, but do not profess the 
Catholic faith in its entirety or have 
not preserved unity or communion 
under the successor of Peter.”  Those 
“who believe in Christ and have been 
properly baptized are put in a certain, 
although imperfect, communion 
with the Catholic Church.”  With the 
Orthodox Churches, this communion 
is so profound “that it lacks little to 
attain the fullness that would permit 
a common celebration of the Lord’s 
Eucharist.”

The Church and non-
Christians
839 “Those who have not yet 
received the Gospel are related to 
the People of God in various ways.”  

The relationship of the Church with the 
Jewish People.  When she delves into 
her own mystery, the Church, the 
People of God in the New Covenant, 
discovers her link with the Jewish 
People, “the first to hear the Word of 
God.”  The Jewish faith, unlike other 
non-Christian religions, is already a 
response to God’s revelation in the 
Old Covenant. To the Jews “belong 
the sonship, the glory, the covenants, 
the giving of the law, the worship, 
and the promises; to them belong 
the patriarchs, and of their race, 
according to the flesh, is the Christ”; 
“for the gifts and the call of God are 
irrevocable.”

840 And when one considers the 
future, God’s People of the Old 
Covenant and the new People of God 
tend towards similar goals: expectation 
of the coming (or the return) of the 
Messiah. But one awaits the return of 
the Messiah who died and rose from 
the dead and is recognized as Lord 
and Son of God; the other awaits the 
coming of a Messiah, whose features 
remain hidden till the end of time; 
and the latter waiting is accompanied 
by the drama of not knowing or of 
misunderstanding Christ Jesus. 

841 The Church’s relationship with the 
Muslims. “The plan of salvation also 
includes those who acknowledge the 
Creator, in the first place amongst 
whom are the Muslims; these profess 
to hold the faith of Abraham, and 
together with us they adore the one, 
merciful God, mankind’s judge on 
the last day.”

842 The Church’s bond with non-
Christian religions is in the first place 
the common origin and end of the 
human race: All nations form but 
one community. This is so because all 
stem from the one stock which God 
created to people the entire earth, 
and also because all share a common 
destiny, namely God. His providence, 

evident goodness, and saving designs 
extend to all against the day when 
the elect are gathered together in the 
holy city. . . . 

843 The Catholic Church recognizes 
in other religions that search, among 
shadows and images, for the God who 
is unknown yet near since he gives 
life and breath and all things and 
wants all men to be saved. Thus, the 
Church considers all goodness and 
truth found in these religions as “a 
preparation for the Gospel and given 
by him who enlightens all men that 
they may at length have life.”

844 In their religious behavior, 
however, men also display the limits 
and errors that disfigure the image of 
God in them: Very often, deceived 
by the Evil One, men have become 
vain in their reasonings, and have 
exchanged the truth of God for a lie, 
and served the creature rather than 
the Creator. Or else, living and dying 
in this world without God, they are 
exposed to ultimate despair.  

845 To reunite all his children, 
scattered and led astray by sin, the 
Father willed to call the whole of 
humanity together into his Son’s 
Church. The Church is the place 
where humanity must rediscover its 
unity and salvation. The Church is 
“the world reconciled.”  She is that 
bark which “in the full sail of the 
Lord’s cross, by the breath of the Holy 
Spirit, navigates safely in this world.” 
According to another image dear to 
the Church Fathers, she is prefigured 
by Noah’s ark, which alone saves from 
the flood. 

“Outside the Church there is no 
salvation”
846 How are we to understand this 
affirmation, often repeated by the 
Church Fathers?  Re-formulated 
positively, it means that all salvation 
comes from Christ the Head through 
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the Church which is his Body: Basing 
itself on Scripture and Tradition, the 
Council teaches that the Church, a 
pilgrim now on earth, is necessary 
for salvation: the one Christ is the 
mediator and the way of salvation; 
he is present to us in his body which 
is the Church. He himself explicitly 
asserted the necessity of faith and 
Baptism, and thereby affirmed at the 
same time the necessity of the Church 
which men enter through Baptism 
as through a door. Hence they could 
not be saved who, knowing that the 
Catholic Church was founded as 
necessary by God through Christ, 
would refuse either to enter it or to 
remain in it. 

847 This affirmation is not aimed at 
those who, through no fault of their 
own, do not know Christ and his 
Church: Those who, through no fault 
of their own, do not know the Gospel 
of Christ or his Church, but who 
nevertheless seek God with a sincere 
heart, and, moved by grace, try in 
their actions to do his will as

they know it through the dictates 
of their conscience - those too may 
achieve eternal salvation.

848 “Although in ways known to 
himself God can lead those who, 
through no fault of their own, are 
ignorant of the Gospel, to that faith 
without which it is impossible to 
please him, the Church still has the 
obligation and also the sacred right 
to evangelize all men.”
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Faith of the Early Fathers
by William A. Jurgens
A beautiful collection studying the early church fathers.
This three book set studies the early faith in three  time   
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Volume 2: the Post-Nicene era through  St. Jerome; Volume 
3: St. Augustine to the end of the patristic period.

Ordinary Path to Holiness
by R. Tomas Richard Ph.D.

How do we “work out our salvation”? What are we  to expect 
and anticipate, on this  journey? This book  provides the guide 
of traditional Catholic spirituality, tested and proven in the 
crucible of saints, over many centuries.

Hail, Holy Queen
by:Dr. Scott Hahn
In The Lamb’s Supper, Catholic scholar and apologist Scott 
Hahn explored the relationship between the Book of  Revela-
tion and the Roman Catholic Mass, deftly clarifying the most 
subtle of theological points with analogies and anecdotes from 
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Both Catholics and most Prot-
estants confess the same Apostles and 
Nicene creeds.  The Apostles Creed 
(c. AD 360) states concerning the 
Church: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, 
the Holy Catholic Church, the com-
munion of saints . . .”  The Nicene 
Creed (AD 325 & 381) declares: 
“We believe in one holy catholic and 
apostolic Church.”  Even though 
Protestants and Catholics confess 
the same creeds, their interpretation 
of these passages is dramatically dif-
ferent.  Many Protestants would say 
that the Catholic Church is an invis-
ible union of all believers in Jesus 
Christ throughout entire the world 
and through all time, in other words, 
the Kingdom of God.  Many Protes-
tants say, “I am catholic with a small 
‘c’.”  The Catholic understanding 
would be that though the Kingdom 
of God encompasses all believers, 
the Catholic Church is the faithful 
body of believers on earth in com-
munion with the apostolic authority 
established by Jesus Christ in union 
with the successor of Peter the chief 
of the apostles.  

How are we in the 21st century 
to know the original and true mean-
ing of the term “Catholic Church.”  
The best way is to discover how the 
teachers of the early Church used the 
word during the time in which the 
ancient creeds were written.  In that 

way we will be able to better under-
stand whether to interpret the creeds 
as meaning the “invisible Church of 
all believers” or “the divinely estab-
lished and authoritative institutional 
Church established by Christ through 
his apostles.”  

Let’s look at some of these 
examples:

St. Ignatius of Antioch, Letter 
to the Smyrneans 8:2, AD 107.

Let no one do anything of 
concern to the Church without the 
bishop.  Let that be considered a 
valid Eucharist, which is celebrated 
by the bishop or by one whom he 
ordains [i.e., a presbyter].  Wherever 
the bishop appears, let the people be 
there, just as wherever Jesus Christ is, 
there is the Catholic Church.

St. Polycarp, The Martyrdom of 
Polycarp, 8:1, & 16:2, AD 156.

When at last he had finished his 
prayer, in which he remembered all 
who had met with him ant any time, 
both small and great, both those with 
and those without renown, and the 
whole Catholic Church throughout 
the world. . .

And certainly the most admira-
ble Polycarp was one of these [elect], 
in whose times among us he showed 
himself an apostolic and prophetic 
teacher and bishop of the Catholic 
Church in Smyrna.

Tertullian, Demurrer Against 

the Heretics, 20, AD 200.
Where was [the heretic] Mar-

cian, that shipmaster of Pontus, the 
zealous student of Stoicism? Where 
was Valentinus, the disciple of Pla-
tonism?  For it is evident that those 
men lived not so long ago – in the 
reign of Antoninus [AD 138-161] 
for the most part – and that they at 
first were believers in the doctrine of 
the Catholic Church, in the church 
of Rome under the episcopate of the 
blessed Eleutherus [AD 175-189], 
until on account of their ever rest-
less curiosity, with which they even 
infected the brethren, they were more 
than once expelled. . . . Afterward . 
. . Marcian professed repentance and 
agreed to the conditions granted to 
him – that he should receive reconcili-
ation if he restored to the Church all 
the others whom he had been train-
ing for perdition; he was prevented, 
however, by death.  

Clement of Alexandria, Stro-
maties 7:17:107:3, aft. AD 202.

From what has been said, then, 
it seems clear to me that the true 
Church, that which is really ancient, 
is one; and in it are enrolled those 
who, in accord with a design, are 
just.  . . . We say, therefore, that in 
substance, in concept, in origin and 
in eminence, the ancient and Catholic 
Church is alone, gathering as it does 
into the unity of the one faith which 
results from the familiar covenants, 

The Catholic Church: The 
Church of the Early Fathers 

By Jim Anderson

The term Catholic Church means the “Universal Church.”  
Catholic coming from the Greek word katholikos, which means 
“according to the whole” “general” or “universal.”
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Council of Chalcedon, Canon 
14, AD 451.

Since in certain provinces read-
ers and cantors have been allowed to 
marry, this sacred synod decrees that 
none of them is permitted to marry a 
wife of heterodox views.  If those thus 
married have already had children, 
and if they have already had the chil-
dren baptized among heretics, they 
are to bring them into the community 
of the Catholic Church.  

A rule of literature is that one is 
to interpret a word or passage in the 
context of its time, culture, and in the 
way it is used, in order to ascertain the 
meaning and intent of the author.  It 
is true that the word “catholic” means 
“universal”. From the above passages, 
and many more that could be quoted, 
it becomes obvious that ancient 
Christians understood the Catholic 
Church to be much more than an 
amorphous invisible conglomera-
tion of individual believers in Jesus 
as many Protestants claim.  Insread, 
they believed 
  it to be the  single, visible and 
authoritative universal Church 
founded by our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
household of God . . . the pillar and 
foundation of truth (cf. I Tim. 3:15).    

 
 Jim Anderson, an Assistant 
Director of the Coming Home Network, 
has a MA in Religion from Ashland 
Theological Seminary, Ashland, Ohio.  
He entered the Catholic Church in 
1981 from a Methodist and Lutheran 
background. 

- or rather, from the one covenant 
in different times, by the will of the 
one God and through the one Lord, 
- those already chosen, those predes-
tined by God who knew before the 
foundation of the world that they 
would be just.  

St. Cyprian of Carthage, Letter 
of Cyprian to All His People 43 (40), 
5, AD 251.

They who have not peace them-
selves now offer peace to others.  
They who have withdrawn from the 
Church promise to lead back and to 
recall the lapsed to the Church.  There 
is one God and one Christ, and one 
Church, and one Chair founded on 
Peter by the word of the Lord.  It is 
not possible to set up another altar 
or for there to be another priesthood 
besides that one altar and that one 
priesthood.  Whoever has gathered 
elsewhere is scattering.

St. Cyril of Jerusalem, Cat-
echetical Lectures 18:23, AD 350.

[The Church] is called Catho-
lic, then, because it extends over 
the whole world, from end to end 
of the earth, and because it teaches 
universally and infallibly each and 
every doctrine which must come to 
the knowledge of men, concerning 
things visible and invisible, heavenly 
and earthly, and because it brings 
every race of men into subjection to 
godliness . . .

St. Augustine, The True Religion 

7:12, AD 390.
We must hold to the Christian 

religion and to communication in 
her Church, which is Catholic and 
which is called Catholic not only by 
her own members but even by all her 
enemies.  When heretics or the ad-
herents of schisms talk about her, not 
among themselves but with strangers, 
willy-nilly they call her nothing else 
but Catholic.  They will not be un-
derstood unless they distinguish her 
by this name, which the whole world 
employs in her regard.

St. Augustine, Against the Letter 
of Mani Called ‘The Foundation’ 5:6, 
AD 397.

If you should find someone who 
does not yet believe in the gospel what 
would you [Mani] answer him when 
he says, “I do not believe”?  Indeed, I 
would not believe the gospel myself if 
the authority of the Catholic Church 
did not move me to do so.

Vincent of Lerins, Notebooks 
3:5, AD 434.

What then will a Catholic 
Christian do if a small portion of 
the Church has cut itself off from 
the communion of the universal 
faith?  What, surely, but prefer the 
soundness of the whole body to the 
unsoundness of a pestilent and cor-
rupt member?
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Does being Catholic make a 
difference in a person’s life? Does 
it make a . n eternal difference” At 
first thought, maybe not. Vatican II’s 
Constitution on the Church seems to 
point in that direction. Section 16 
names several categories of persons 
outside the Catholic Church who can 
(not necessarily will) be saved. The 
list includes non-Catholic Christians, 
Jews, Muslims, those who seek the 
unknown God, even those who have 
no explicit knowledge of God. Per-
sons such as these can be saved if they 
earnestly seek to respond to God and 
to love him on the basis of the best 
information available to them.

Some people conclude that if it 
is possible for such people to be saved, 
there is no point in being a Catholic. 
Yet there is more to consider. Start 
with our Lord’s command about 
moral and spiritual growth. “You, 
therefore, must be perfect, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matt. 
5:48, RSV)

When I was a child someone 
gave me a statue of three little mon-
keys sitting side by side. Using their 
paws, one covered his mouth, another 
his eyes, the third one his ears. This 
was the well-known

see-no-evil, hear-no-evil” trio. 
In later years I sometimes thought of 
those monkeys when I read Matthew 
5:48. Their message has merit, but is 
hardly an accurate commentary on 

our Lord’s command,
Consider the word we trans-

late “perfect.” In Greek teleios does 
not refer to abstract or metaphysical 
perfection. It is a functional term. To 
be perfect a thing must realize fully 
the purpose for which it has been 
produced. Teleios comes from the 
noun telos, which means purpose, 
end, goal.

“You must be perfect” means 
each of us must strive to develop his 
unique potential, under God, to the 
fullest possible extent. These words 
are both command and promise. 
The imperative is laid upon us who 
follow Christ, but we know that only 
the grace of God can bring about this 
process of sanctification.

Why this requirement for 
Christians to seek sanctification in 
this life? If heaven is our goal, why 
could not our Lord have narrowed the 
command to “become at least good 
enough to qualify for heaven”? Why 
not, unless the degree of fulfillment as 
a Christian which one achieves in this 
life has eternal implications”

Protestants always have criti-
cized Catholic teaching on sanc-
tification. On the one hand, they 
assume that striving for sanctification 
undercuts Justification by faith. Sanc-
tification is a “work,” a contribution 
we try to make to our salvation. 
(Traditional Baptists reject the whole 
concept of sacrament for essentially 

this reason.)
On the other hand, in the Prot-

estant approach to the Christian faith 
there is no real need for emphasizing 
growth in sanctity. Once you have ac-
cepted Jesus as Savior and Lord, your 
salvation is assured. Indeed, for the 
converted (“born-again”) Fundamen-
talist, salvation is absolutely assured. 
At the moment of death, if you are 
“saved,” Christ takes you immediately 
into heaven. And that’s it.

All beliefs have consequences. 
The Protestant lack of an imperative 
toward sanctity has had consequenc-
es. One was brought to my attention 
years ago, when I was a student at 
Union Theological Seminary in New 
York. One of the visiting profes-
sors was Douglas Steere, who was a 
Quaker. He was recognized widely 
as a leading Protestant authority on 
devotional theology, what Catholics 
call “spirituality.”

Dr. Steere gave our class a 
lengthy bibliography (more than a 
hundred titles) and told us to read as 
much and as widely as possible. After 
two or three days’ work in the library 
with his bibliography, I went to his 
office. I told him that his course was 
very helpful, but, I said, “All these 
books (with a handful of exceptions) 
are Catholic books. I’m not interested 
in what the Catholics have to say 
about prayer. I’m a Protestant. I need 
some Protestant books to read.”

Before You 
Object

Does Being Catholic 
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He smiled as he acknowledged 
that practically all his sources were 
Catholic. “In all these years Protes-
tantism simply hasn’t developed a 
literature on prayer. We all have to 
go Catholic sources to learn about 
prayer.” Perhaps Dr. Steere suspected 
the Catholic Church was on to 
something in its understanding of 
sanctification.

Let’s take a look at what the 
Church believes. The level of spiri-
tual maturity we have attained at 
the moment of death is the level at 
which we shall be perfected through 
our experience of purgatory. It is the 
level at which we shall spend eternity. 
“For we must all appear before the 
judgment seat of Christ, so that each 
one may receive good or ill, according 
to what he has done in the body” (2 
Cor. 5: 10). A proverb has it, “As the 
tree falls, so it lies.”

Our capacity for the Beatific 
Vision is determined forever at the 
moment of death. Capacities will 
vary. Take two containers, one large, 
one small, and fill each with water. 
They are equally full, but they hold 
different amounts of water. So will it 
be in heaven. There will be varying 
degrees of blessedness in the lives of 
the redeemed in heaven; they will 
be equally full, but with unequal 
amounts.

“In my Father’s house there are 
many rooms,” Jesus assures us (John 
14:2). Augustine says the rooms” or 
“mansions” refer to different degrees 
of rewards in heaven (Tract. 67), and 
Thomas Aquinas concurs (Summa 
Theologiae, q. 18, a.2). In the follow-
ing article Thomas adds, “The more 
one will be united to God the happier 
will one be.”

The Council of Florence in 
1439 taught that those who have in-
curred no sin after baptism, and those 
who have been cleansed of all stain 
of sin, will “clearly behold the triune 
God as he is, yet one person more 
perfectly than another according to 

the difference of their merits.” The 
Greek version of the conciliar teach-
ing ends with the words, “according 
to the worth of their lives.”

In a “Letter on Eschatology,” 
issued by the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith in 1979, we are 
reminded that, with regard to life af-
ter death, we “must firmly hold” two 
essential points. The first is that there 
is continuity “between our present life 
in Christ and the future life.”

The Constitution on the Church 
(section 49) speaks of the life of the 
redeemed in heaven in these words: 
“All of us, however, in varying degrees 
and in different ways, share in the 
same charity towards God and our 
neighbors, and we all sing the one 
hymn of glory to our God.”

At this point someone might 
say, “All I care about is getting into 
heaven. All I want is to have those 
pearly gates slam shut behind me 
and not in front of me.” Sometimes a 
student will say, “All I want out of this 
course is a passing grade; I don’t care 
about anything else.” If that student 
does get his passing grade, he will get 
little else out of the course. As for the 
man at the pearly gates, with that self-
centered attitude he may well see the 
gates slam shut in front of him.

If spouses truly, deeply love one 
another, they yearn for, they work for, 
the closest possible union of life Pi the 
or s uses who s “We don’t really work 
at our marriage any more. After all, 
we have enough love going to make 
sure we won’t split and divorce.” Not 
only are they denying themselves the 
deep joy and fulfillment of marriage. 
They have set a collision course with 
unhappiness and even the break-up 
of their marriage.

Consider some of the Church’s 
teaching about itself Jesus entrusted 
“all the blessings of the new covenant” 
to “the apostolic college alone, of 
which Peter s the head.” “For it is 
through Christ’s Catholic Church 
alone, which is the universal help 

towards salvation, that the fullness 
of the means of salvation can be ob-
tained” (Decree on Ecumenism, 3).

The next section of the Decree 
contains says “the Catholic Church 
has been endowed with all divinely 
revealed truth and with all means of 
grace. . Does it not follow that anyone 
not in the communion of the Catho-
lic Church does not have access to all 
divinely revealed truth and that the 
non-Catholic does not have access to 
all the means of grace by which Christ 
intends to nourish his people?

“Baptism,” says the Decree (sec-
tion 22), “constitutes the sacramental 
bond of unity existing wrong all who 
through it are reborn.” Immediately it 
clarifies this statement by adding that 
baptism in itself “is only a beginning, 
a point of departure.” Baptism is 
“wholly directed toward the acquir-
ing of fullness of life in Christ.” That 
fullness—and note the recurring 
adjective—is “a complete profession 
of faith, a complete incorporation 
into the system of salvation such as 
Christ himself willed it to be, and ... a 
complete integration into Eucharistic 
communion.”

This can only mean that sin-
cere non-Catholics have not fully 
embraced the truth of the gospel. If 
a non-Catholic does believe all that 
the Church teaches but chooses to 
remain outside its communion, he is 
in grave peril of everlasting damna-
tion. The Second Vatican Council 
teaches that “the Church, a pilgrim 
now on earth, is necessary for salva-
tion: The one Christ is mediator and 
the way of salvation; he is present to 
us in his body which is the Church” 
(Constitution on the Church, 14). 
Then come these words: “Hence they 
could not be saved who, knowing that 
the Catholic Church was founded as 
necessary by God through Christ, 
would refuse either to enter it, or to 
remain in it.”

These words from the Decree 
on Ecumenism can only mean that 
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sincere non-Catholics have not been, 
and as non-Catholics cannot be, fully 
incorporated into “the system of sal-
vation such as Christ himself willed 
it to be. . . . “ Not having full access 
to all of Christ’s gifts to his people 
necessarily ‘prevents a non-Catholic 
from attaining to the greatest pos-
sible degree of spiritual maturity, the 
deepest sanctification, in this life. The 
fact that an individual non-Catholic’s 
sanctity may—and in many instances 
probably does — greatly exceed that 
of many Catholics is irrelevant. The 
point is that the non-Catholic will not 
have developed in this life, by God’s 
&) race, the capacity for the Beatific 
Vision he could have attained as a 
Catholic.

The Decree on Ecumenism 
speaks directly of the deprivation 
suffered by non-Catholics. (This, of 
course, does not apply to members 
of the Eastern Churches, which have 
preserved the apostolic succession and 
all the sacraments.) Non-Catholics 
“are not blessed with that unity which 
Jesus Christ wished to bestow on all 
those to whom he has given new 
birth into one body and whom he has 
quickened to newness of life—that 
unity which the Holy Scriptures and 
the ancient Tradition of the Church 
proclaim” (section 3).

Most serious of all, non-Catho-
lic communities “have not preserved 
the proper reality of the Eucharistic 
mystery in its fullness, especially be-
cause of the absence of the sacrament 
of orders ... (section 22). Therefore 
their members are not being fully fed 
as Christ intends them to be fed—on 
himself.

From time to time during my 
childhood in the Depression years, 
our family would want something, 
and in many cases need something, 
for which we simply had no money. 
My usual childish, impatient response 
was to ask, “Then what will we do?” 
One of my parents would always 
answer, “What will we do? We’ll do 

without! That’s what we’ll do.” And 
the subject was closed.

Jesus Christ gives his Church 
incalculable riches for the benefit of 
all his people. What are nonCatholics 
to do about much—even most—of 
this treasure? They simply “do with-
out” and through no particular fault 
of their own. But someone is at fault. 
You and I are at fault, for not witness-
ing more faithfully and zestfully, for 
making no effort to bring fellow-
Christians into the fullness of their 
rightful heritage

The failure (dare I say “re-
fusal”?) of Catholics to evangelize 
reminds me of a melancholy passage 
in Acts 19:1 ff. The apostle Paul came 
to Ephesus and found there some fol-
lowers of Jesus. He asked if they had 
received the Holy Spirit when they 
began believing in Jesus. Their answer 
was, “No, we have never even heard 
that there is a Holy Spirit.” They had 
never heard of the greatest gift God 
wanted to bestow on them!

For non-Catholic Christians 
there are countless gifts, which are 
waiting for them and about which 
they know nothing. One can imag-
ine their responding to a forthright 
proclamation of the Catholic faith in 
a manner somewhat like that of those 
ancient Ephesians:

“We love Jesus, but we have ever 
heard we can literally receive him into 
our bodies, in his full humanity and 
divinity!”

“We know that on Calvary Jesus 
offered himself to the Father, but we 
have never even heard that he com-
mands us to Join him in re-presenting 
himself to the Father in every Eucha-
ristic celebration!”

“We know that Jesus has spoken 
to us through Scriptures, but we have 
never even heard that he speaks to us 
today directly through the successor 
of Peter!”

Why have they not heard? Why 

are we not telling them? For many 
reasons, I suppose. Let me speak of 
one. It involves something we call 
“bugaboo.”

A “bugaboo,” according to 
Webster, is “an imaginary object of 
fear.” Bugaboos are used to frighten 
people away from a duty or even an 
otherwise desirable opportunity. For 
decades, dissenting Catholics and lazy 
Catholics have used a bugaboo to 
inhibit or dilute authentic Catholic 
excitement about the Church and 
about the joy of being Catholic.

The bugaboo is a vague, 
trumped-up sin called “triumpha-
lism.” Repeatedly we have been told 
by these bugaboo-ers that if you say 
positively the Catholic Church is 
the one true Church, if you enthu-
siastically speak of the inestimable 
benefits and graces of being Catho-
lic, if you aggressively seek to bring 
others—Christian as well as unbap-
tized—into the Church, then you’re 
being “triumphalistic.”

The strategy of this bugaboo 
is to identify articulate, enthusiastic 
Catholic witness with self-aggrandiz-
ing boasting. It is a false identifica-
tion. We know we can’t boast about 
the Church, because we didn’t invent 
the Catholic faith. All we can do 
is give thanks for our privilege and 
express that thanks in witness to 
non-Catholics.

On this point the Second Vati-
can Council speaks to each of us. “All 
children of the Church should nev-
ertheless remember that their exalted 
condition results, not from their own 
merits, but from the grace of Christ.” 
(The phrase “exalted condition” in 
context means being inheritors of all 
the niches of Christ in his Church.) 
In the spirit of Jesus’ words, “From 
him who has been given much, much 
will be expected,” the Council issues a 
solemn warning. If the children of the 
Church “fail to respond in thought, 
word, and deed to that grace, not only 
shall they not be saved, but they shall 
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be the more severely judged” (Consti-
tution on the Church, 14)

Being Catholic makes a differ-
ence, an eternal difference. But what 
are we Catholics doing to help others 
share in our “exalted condition”?

 Fr. Ray Ryland, a convert from 
the Episcopal Church, taught theology 
at the Franciscan University of Steuben-
ville and the University of San Diego. 
He is now on chaplain of the Coming 
Home Network.

Join  the Coming Home Book Club!!!
Are you a person on the with questions about the Catholic Faith, or are you some one who en-

joys reading Catholic books? Then we have the club for you. The Coming Home Network has started 
a book club. When you become a member of the club you will recieve the monthly 

feratured book from or newsletter; also you will recieve free limited use (a 
limited  number of books per month you can borrow) of our lending 

library. For an annual donation of $150 you will be able to enroll 
yourself in the club. A great value if you consider the average 

monthly feature book cost $15 alone. Also you will recieve 
other special offers during the year! Contact us today to en-

roll by calling 1-800-664-5110, or on the web @ www.chnetwork.org 
simply make your donation for $150 or more and specify in the donation notes that you 

wish to be a book club member.
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