Four Articles from School Newsletters on

“Becoming Catholic”

I need to provide a preface to these four articles to explain that in my class visits with the school children, I do not make it a point to pick out non-Catholic children, either publicly or privately, and personally influence them in any way to become Catholic.  This would be extremely inappropriate on my part and on the part of all the staff at Holy Name.  However, the school Newsletter is another matter, given the fact that this  is primarily geared toward an adult audience, i.e... you.  Likewise, normally these newsletters are geared toward school-related topics, or at least spiritual matters that directly affect the children at home and in school.  Thus this series is a bit of an exception.  But I think it could be helpful to many. 


“Father, what does it take to become Catholic?” is a frequent question priests get—especially in a setting like that of Holy Name, with many non-Catholic or interfaith couples who send their children to school here.  Before I answer this relatively simple question, let's delve into what a Catholic actually is.  The word “catholic” comes from the Greek word katholikos, which literally means “concerning the whole”--or Universal.  This became a common adjective to describe the Christian Church in the first few centuries when there were various sects of people not promoting orthodox or consistent matters of faith or morality.  St. Ignatius of Antioch, an early influential bishop who knew St. Peter personally, was the first to use this term and used it in correcting some of these groups of people by saying, you may believe this or that, but the katholikos Christian Church believes this!  In other words, Bishop Ignatius was basically saying:  because Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit to lead us and guide us in all truth (see John 16:12-13), and the bulk of Christ's Church disagrees, you must be in error.   


Here we have a clear example of the importance of Catholic Church authority.  Many Christians today similarly disagree with one another, and because of precedent dating back to Martin Luther and the Reformation in the 1500's, many feel justified in starting a new denomination.  Does this result in more authentic Christians?  Who's right, who's wrong?  It shouldn't be the case, but it often seems to be like much in our popular culture—like choosing one restaurant chain over another.  How easily all this confusion lends itself to people thinking that everything is relative—no one religion really can claim to be the TRUE religion.  This is best illustrated by the common phrase we (at least priests often hear), “as long as I believe in God and live a good life; that's all that is really important.”  


Martin Luther promoted a Latin phrase to discount the Church's authority by 2 erroneous words, “Sola Scriptura” or the Bible alone.  He suggested that one needs to only read and listen to the Bible to chart one's course of salvation, rather than listen to a pope or bishop.  On the contrary, every single individual who has ever read or heard the Word of God also needs community and some authority to help them interpret Scripture's meaning.  Without the use of one's reason and a common tradition of interpretation, how are we to interpret such passages like Luke 12:51 where Jesus says, “Do you think I have come to establish peace on earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division.”  Wow, what does He mean?  If you find an answer, I bet the answer comes from a source of tradition, built upon an older tradition (like the notes that are often in the margins of many Bibles), and so forth back to the early Church—but regardless, through the use of reason illuminated by the eyes of faith.  That's the mark of tradition, not some immediately-infused guidance of the Holy Spirit upon laying eyes on the text.  
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Catholic Christians believe the source of Revelation, which is actually Christ Himself, comes not just through the Bible, but through Scripture and Tradition.  And Scripture verifies this.  Very clearly and concisely, from 1 Timothy 3:15, the Church, not the Bible is the “pillar and foundation of truth.”  Jesus founded His authority on people, not on a book, for at least the simple reason that the vast majority of the world until the Renaissance in the 1500's could not read or write.  (Side-note: the advent of the printing press spiked literacy everywhere—allowing for this event.)  Furthermore, at the end of the Gospel of John, we read, “There are also many other things that Jesus did, but if these were to be described individually, I do not think the whole world would contain the books that would be written” (John 21:25).  In other words, all the seeds of our blueprint of salvation is contained within the Bible, but not the details.  For example, although every Christian believes in the Triune God (3 persons in 1 God of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), the word “Trinity” is not found in the Bible, but becomes more explicit in the Council of Nicea in 325 A.D..  Here are a few other thoughts when considering the multiplicity of Christians.  


First, the Scriptures are full of references to God as groom and the Church as bride.  Dating back to the Jewish “Old Testament,” from such sources as the prophet Isaiah, chapter 62 “your Builder (God) shall marry you: and as a groom rejoices in his bride so shall your God rejoice in you.”  Jesus follows suit with various similar references, like His parable of the ten virgins waiting for the arrival of the groom.  Then there's the time when the Pharisees try to criticize Him and the disciples for not fasting, whereby He responds that they should not fast when they're with the groom... because everyone knows you feast when you're at a wedding, especially in the groom's presence—to do otherwise is rude!  Then there's the “wedding feast of the Lamb” in Revelation 19:9 (the feast of the Mass in heaven!).  Of course, this issue of Mass is another matter.  We truly do believe Jesus' flesh and blood are present at Mass (see John 6:55... “my flesh is true food and my blood true drink” says Jesus).  For this reason, St. Ignatius, a friend of St. Peter (our 1st Pope), wrote explicitly that those who do not believe this and do not meet the same requirements of Baptism and full belief are not allowed to receive.  He is only one of several sources we have as witnesses to this. ...getting now back to the issue of marriage in God.


Now, Jesus is not or would not be a polygamist.  He is a monogamist—or has only one spouse—the Church whom St. Paul says Christ “loved and for whom He delivered Himself up that He might sanctify her...  This is a great mystery, but I speak in reference to Christ and the church.” (Ephesians 5:26,32).  Well, who does this include?  Those who are Baptized into Jesus are included.  But are there many churches or only one?  One...  What else could be said about this; are there elements of authority?  Or is it every person for themselves and their Bible?  Well, the list of Biblical books was not officially promoted until the 300's in the Council of Hippo.  Up until that time various cities had various parts of the Bible and letters of St. Paul.  Were  these people deficient Christians for not having the whole Good Book on the nightstand?  The thought is insulting to our early founding brothers and sisters who were often slaughtered for passing on the faith!  ... So who actually compiled the list that we have today and threw out such heretical pieces like the Gospel of Phillip or the Gospel of Thomas?  The leaders of the Church did this, the pope and bishops of the time.  See the little letters of Timothy and Titus to see early church organization and apostolic succession taking shape.
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Who were these leaders at the time who approved the list of Biblical books?  Were they elected officials by the people like a democracy?  Well, not exactly.  In Matthew 16:18-19 Jesus declares Simon to be head of the Church.  So significant was this event that He re-names him to a word which means “rock,” or Petros (Peter).  Simon Peter was given the “keys of heaven.”  Thus the first Pope came to be, and passed on authority in an unbroken apostolic succession to Pope Benedict XI today.  The word “pope” just comes from the word “papa” or father.  Ah, but didn't Jesus say, “call no man on earth your father” (Matthew 23:9)?  Yes, but St. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 4:15, “Even if you should have countless guides to Christ, yet you do not have many fathers, for I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” Wait, who's right, who's wrong—both these lines are from the Bible.  Bingo!  Now we see the need for authentic interpreters.   Christ established authority in a human (divinely inspired as a whole, yet weak at times individually) institution of persons who have been entrusted with such authoritative interpretations.  By the way, a person does not have to call a priest “father,” but this line from St. Paul allowed for the tradition to exist legitimately.  The common understanding regarding Jesus' words is that He was trying to emphasize a point, that without the Father in heaven, there would be no father on earth—God is our true and lasting source of fatherhood.


So back to the original issue of being Catholic—a bit of a ridiculous word now that we understand it simply means “universal,” and does not mean anything close to what some non-Catholics think, namely that Catholics are just one among many denominations of Christianity.  No, we're the original and entire kit-and-caboodle, from the get-go.  Then just where do non-Catholics fit into the mix?  Well, the official teaching from the 21st supreme church council of Vatican II from 1962-1965 (Remember Nicea was in 325 A.D.) states in the document (easily found on the Internet) Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, or Lumen Gentium, that:


“The Church of Christ... constituted and organized as a society in the present world, subsists in 
the Catholic Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by the bishops in 
communion with him.  Nevertheless, many elements of sanctification and of truth are found 
outside its visible confines” (#8).  (Emphasis on visible added by me)

To paraphrase, basically this means that all who belong to Christ somehow only mysteriously do so within the Catholic Church.  Even if they know it or not—like it or not.  This is not intended to be an arrogant statement.  It is an attempt to do theology (like doing science or another discipline).  It is a statement to hold everything in check regarding that single bride of Christ issue mentioned above.  It is a very significant statement over which much ink has been spilled these last few decades regarding how Christ only founded one Church, yet many others self-proclaim to legitimately stand alone.  Though by name and practice, all those saved in Christ possess the same Holy Spirit—as opposed to many spirits (1 Corinthians 12:4-11).  We are one body of believers, although some do not share the fullness of the faith life and traditions handed down from the apostles which have grown and progressed down the centuries in the Catholic Church.  Such are still members implicitly of the Church Jesus founded.  In the year 2000, the Vatican released Dominus Iesus, a declaration of which further clarifies and reveals the complex and highly nuanced position regarding this issue:


"...the ecclesial communities [non-Catholic churches] which have not preserved the valid 
episcopate and the genuine and integral substance of the eucharistic mystery, are not churches 
in the proper sense; however, those who are baptized in these communities are by baptism 
incorporated in Christ and thus are in a certain communion, albeit imperfect, with the church. 
Baptism in fact tends per se toward the full development of life in Christ, through the integral 
profession of faith, the Eucharist and full communion in the church."
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This is one of the reasons older Catholic of generations would say, “only Catholics are gittin' to Heaven.”  They were right and wrong—only those within the Shepherd's fold can be saved.  Yet now hopefully you see how broad that definition may be.  Many Protestants are part of the Church, yet not within the visible confines and only to varying degrees.  Full Communion, which means literally with union, is in line with every major aspect of faith and morals of the Catholic faith.  And this has not and will not change through the centuries until Christ returns.  


This is one reason Holy Communion should not be received by anyone unless they are properly disposed to receive.  Although we joyfully share unity in many ways as Christians, we are unfortunately not completely united as Christians in all that we believe, teach, and profess.  Therefore, because the Eucharist, or Holy Communion, is the highest expression and celebration of unity with Jesus Christ through His Church, only Catholics in good moral standing with the Church may approach and receive at Catholic Mass.  A Catholic in mortal sin has taken himself or herself out of union with the Church and should likewise not receive.  Mortal sin.... that's right, it is possible after Baptism to turn from God in way that brings death to the soul.  Yes, check out 1 John 5:16.


How about non-Christians; can they be saved?  A few paragraphs later in #'s 15-17 of the Constitution on the Church, we read that some may be saved, who never explicitly rejected Christ in any official way, and though through much difficulty and over much time, persevere in charity of one's neighbor.


So what of becoming Catholic?  Hopefully these articles have shed some light on what the Catholic Church's view of this question actually entails.  If you'd like to check out the rather thick, but fantastic documents and post-conciliar documents of Vatican 2, go for it!  Google them and read them for yourself, or check out catholic.com, and vatican.va.  There are likewise countless great books from people such as former Protestant minister, Dr. Scott Hahn in his book Rome Sweet Home, or those by Jeff Cavens and Steve Wood.  To answer the question of becoming Catholic... In varying ways, though not in name, many already do participate in the Catholic Church.  Yet full union with Catholics requires first of all a conversion of heart and mind in Christ.  Those becoming Christian for the first time must face this conversion in Jesus.  All others who are already Baptized may have various levels of conversion in Christ.  Either in a radical conversion, or just through a simple decision to join fully in the original faith life of the early Church, one enters through the R.C.I.A, which stands for the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults.  You cannot love what you do not know.  So we offer a weekly opportunity to dive into the faith—finally culminating at the Easter Vigil.  Give us a call and inquire further.  Sr. Janelle and I would be happy to speak about this great opportunity!  Give us a call for a private meeting (251-0475).  Oh, and this is the last newsletter article before summer—God bless and stay safe!

