



[image: image]






Teach®
Yourself


Catholicism – An Introduction


Peter Stanford




 


For UK order enquiries: please contact Bookpoint Ltd, 130 Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4SB.
Telephone: +44 (0) 1235 827720. Fax: +44 (0) 1235 400454.
Lines are open 09.00–17.00, Monday to Saturday, with a 24-hour message answering service. Details about our titles and how to order are available at www.teachyourself.com


For USA order enquiries: please contact McGraw-Hill Customer Services, PO Box 545, Blacklick, OH 43004-0545, USA.
Telephone: 1-800-722-4726. Fax: 1-614-755-5645.


For Canada order enquiries: please contact McGraw-Hill Ryerson Ltd, 300 Water St, Whitby, Ontario L1N 9B6, Canada.
Telephone: 905 430 5000. Fax: 905 430 5020.


Long renowned as the authoritative source for self-guided learning – with more than 50 million copies sold worldwide – the Teach Yourself series includes over 500 titles in the fields of languages, crafts, hobbies, business, computing and education.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data: a catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: on file.


First published in UK 2008 by Hodder Education, part of Hachette UK, 338 Euston Road, London, NW1 3BH.


First published in US 2008 by The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc.


This edition published 2010.


Previously published as Teach Yourself Catholicism


The Teach Yourself name is a registered trade mark of Hodder Headline.


Copyright © 2008, 2010 Peter Stanford


In UK: All rights reserved. Apart from any permitted use under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information, storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, of Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.


In US: All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


Typeset by MPS Limited, A Macmillan Company.


Printed in Great Britain for Hodder Education, an Hachette UK Company, 338 Euston Road, London NW1 3BH, by CPI Cox & Wyman Ltd, Reading, Berkshire, RG1 8EX.


The publisher has used its best endeavours to ensure that the URLs for external websites referred to in this book are correct and active at the time of going to press. However, the publisher and the author have no responsibility for the websites and can make no guarantee that a site will remain live or that the content will remain relevant, decent or appropriate.


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in sustainable forests. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.






	Impression number


	10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1







	Year


	2014 2013 2012 2011 2010











Acknowledgements


To Catholics of my generation (born 1961), the idea that you could teach yourself Catholicism is, at first glance, a difficult one. We were brought up to believe that if you had any questions about your faith, you should turn to a priest. The world – including the Catholic one – has moved on from those times, but I have still found myself, in writing this, turning to priests and theologians for advice and guidance on key questions of doctrine. I would like to thank in particular Fathers Shaun Middleton, John Hemer and Stephen McBrearty for all their hard work in guiding me during the researching and writing of this book


All biblical quotations are from the New Jerusalem Bible, published by Darton, Longman and Todd. Quotations from The Catechism of the Catholic Church come from the Revised Edition published by Geoffrey Chapman.


 


Peter Stanford





Credits


Front cover: © Oliver leedham/Alamy


Back cover: © Jakub Semeniuk/iStockphoto.com, © Royalty-Free/Corbis, © agencyby/iStockphoto.com, © Andy Cook/iStockphoto.com, © Christopher Ewing/iStockphoto.com, © zebicho – Fotolia.com, © Geoffrey Holman/iStockphoto.com, © Photodisc/Getty Images, © James C. Pruitt/iStockphoto.com, © Mohamed Saber – Fotolia.com





Foreword


I thought long and hard when Peter asked me to write a few words as an introduction to this book. It was not that I was reticent about helping an old friend, or that I feared he might not be up to the task of explaining Catholicism. It’s just that I could think of so many people more qualified for the task than me.


I have been a practising Catholic all my life. It remains an important part of who I am. But I certainly would never consider myself an expert.


There is no doubt that this book is timely. Faith and religion, for good and not-so-good reasons, are very much back on the public agenda. This makes it more important than ever that discussions are based on the facts rather than fiction, which is, sadly, not always the case.


It is giving the facts in a fair and balanced way that has been Peter’s goal with this book about Catholicism. He believes, as I do, that going back to the basics in this way will promote understanding and tolerance, and help, too, to highlight the fundamental and decent values that our great religions share.


I hope you find the book as informative and interesting as I did.


Cherie Booth QC





Meet the author


Welcome to Catholicism – An Introduction


There are an estimated 1.2 billion Catholics around the world today. In theory, and in the rhetoric of the Church, all accept the magisterium (teaching authority) of its leader, the Pope, the successor to the Apostle Peter, and all accept the teachings of the Church, set out most clearly in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, a rule book reissued in the 1990s by Pope John Paul II.


Yet the Catechism’s 700 pages and almost 3,000 entries, detailing what Catholics can and can’t do, think or believe, do not tell the story of Catholicism. Neither does a careful reading of 2,000 years of papal pronouncements. For the Church is not and never has been a monolith, filled with automatons who simply do as they are told. There are almost as many interpretations of what it is to be Catholic today as there are Catholics.


Individual believers choose the areas of Church teaching where they place the greatest emphasis. This may be on its social teaching (for example, demanding a more equal playing field between rich and poor nations); on the form of the Catholic liturgy; or on Catholic approaches to such vexed subjects as abortion, in vitro fertilization and sexual morality. There are only two constants. One, each personal formulation of what precisely it means to be a Catholic will differ from the next, and, two, you will never find a Catholic who believes that each and every teaching of their Church is universally marvellous and absolutely spot on.


I say that on the basis of having spent over a quarter of a century as a ‘professional’ Catholic, mixing in the course of my work with believers around the world, and more like half a century as a ‘private’ Catholic, trying and often failing to live out the Church’s teaching.


I was brought up in that bastion of English Catholicism, Liverpool. After university, I had no particular idea of what I wanted to do – certainly no vocation – but pitched up as a journalist at first the Tablet, the international Catholic weekly, and then the Catholic Herald, a weekly broadsheet serving English, Welsh and Irish Catholics. For four years until 1992, I was editor of the latter, and since then I have covered Catholicism in newspapers, magazines, television and radio programmes and a series of books.


The thing that continues to enthral me about the Church is that there are ties that hold Catholics to it, arguably over and above those that bind people brought up in other faiths to their particular denomination. You don’t, for instance, meet many lapsed Lutherans and Methodists, but with cradle Catholics, even when as adults they reject many of the Church’s beliefs and practices, there remains a residual and lifelong connection. Part of what it is to be Catholic – alongside the more obvious matter of a relationship with God – is navigating that relationship with the institution of the Church. That is what unites the 1.2 billion Catholics worldwide, and is the subject of this book.


To Catholics of my generation (born 1961), the idea that you could teach yourself Catholicism is, at first glance, a difficult one. We were brought up to believe that, if you had any questions about your faith, you should turn to a priest. The world – including the Catholic one – has moved on from those times, but I have still found myself, in writing this, turning to priests and theologians for advice and guidance on key questions of doctrine. I would like to thank in particular Fathers Shaun Middleton, John Hemer and Stephen McBrearty for all their guidance in this project.


All biblical quotations are from the New Jerusalem Bible, published by Darton, Longman and Todd. Quotations from The Catechism of the Catholic Church come from the Revised Edition published by Geoffrey Chapman.


 


Peter Stanford, London, 2010





1: Only got a minute?



Catholicism is the largest church within Christianity, embracing an estimated 1.2 billion of the 2.1 billion Christians worldwide. It claims to represent the mainstream tradition handed down by Jesus Christ in the gospels of the New Testament to his Apostle Peter, the first Pope or leader of Christianity. Over the centuries, Eastern Orthodox and successive waves of Protestant Christians have broken with the Church of the Popes, based in Rome, but it remains larger than the rest of Christianity put together.


Catholicism’s distinctive identity is based on several features. Principal among them is the teaching authority – or magisterium – of the papacy. Catholics regard the Pope as infallible on certain questions of faith and morals. He presides over a highly centralized, hierarchical Church, which, over 2,000 years, has spread to all corners of the globe. In their distinctive white robes, popes have long been familiar figures on the international stage.


Catholic teaching stresses gospel values of justice, love and compassion. The Catholic Church is often to be found in modern society championing the cause of the poor, needy and marginalized. It has a strict code of sexual and personal morality. It rejects sex before and outside marriage and sees the primary purpose of sex as ‘the transmission of human life’. It forbids gay sexual relationships and campaigns specifically against abortion but more widely on a pro-life agenda that seeks decent housing, education, health care, wages and employment prospects for all. It opposes the death penalty, and has condemned all recent wars.





5: Only got five minutes?



It is not only the paramount role of the Pope that marks out Catholicism. Its stance on personal and public morality and its emphasis on the duty to attend the sacraments regularly also distinguishes it from other Christian churches.


Personal and public morality


Catholicism prides itself on standing apart from trends in broader society and defending ‘eternal truths’. It says of itself that it has never compromised teachings handed down by Jesus Christ to the Apostles, because it does not have the authority to override scripture. Therefore it cannot, for example, ordain women to its priesthood because Jesus did not choose women among his original 12 Apostles.


The Catholic Church is often better known, in the popular mind, for its teachings on sex than for its social concern, but its achievement concerning the latter is extensive. Its social teachings seek to put into practice Jesus’s concern for justice and love of neighbour, especially the poor and marginalized. They attack such notions as class struggle and urge the narrowing of the gap between rich and poor. They reject the arms race and set out a universal human right to ‘bodily integrity and to the means which are suitable for the proper development of life’.


Catholicism has always engaged fully with the world around it, rising to great temporal power in Europe and beyond from 800 until the eighteenth century. Then, with the Enlightenment, demands for individual liberty and the rise of scientific knowledge, it retreated into conservatism and isolation until, in the 1960s, the reforming Second Vatican Council renewed the Church’s mission to open a dialogue with the modern world.


Today’s Catholicism is pro-life in all ways, not just opposing abortion – high on the Church’s agenda (though stopping well short of condoning the violent attacks of some Christian fundamentalists on abortion clinics) – but also standing up against policies that deny people decent housing, education, health care and employment.


On questions of sexual morality in particular, the Catholic Church often finds itself at odds with the secular world. It maintains an outspoken stance against anything that it believes interferes with the transmission of human life. In Humanae Vitae (‘Of Human Life’) in 1968, Pope Paul VI reiterated traditional Catholic teaching on the God-given purpose of sex. The sexual act, he wrote, must ‘retain its intrinsic relationship to the procreation of human life’. So using condoms or the contraceptive pill remains unlawful for Catholics because it contradicts the ‘moral order which was established by God’.


The seven sacraments


Catholic rites and rituals are built around the sacraments of baptism, reconciliation, Eucharist, confirmation, marriage, holy orders (ordination to the priesthood) and the sacrament of the sick. Alone of the Christian churches, Catholicism insists that priests must be male and celibate.


Attendance at Mass is obligatory for all Catholics every Sunday. They should also attend the sacrament of reconciliation – also known as confession – at least once a year. In confession, the priest has the authority, on behalf of God, to absolve Catholics from their sins.


Saints and the Blessed Virgin Mary


Catholicism encourages veneration of Jesus’s mother, the Blessed Virgin Mary, as the epitome of womanhood. It continues to create new saints, sometimes drawn from those who have recently died and whose lives are held up as models for Catholics to imitate.





10: Only got ten minutes?



What distinguishes Catholicism from other faiths, Christian and non-Christian, is the authority of the Pope. The hierarchical model of church government in Catholicism, with the Pope as Bishop of Rome at the top, was established by Christianity in AD 160. Up to then, different Christian communities had enjoyed great autonomy, resulting both in an absence of clear leadership and in disputes over doctrine. To tackle this, the early Church gradually adopted a system with a variety of clerical layers – archbishops, bishops, priests, deacons – who were governed by the Pope and in their turn had authority over the people, known as the laity.


However, in the early centuries of the Christian Church, the authority of the papacy existed more in theory than in practice, especially in relation to the great patriarchs of the Church based in Antioch, Alexandria and Jerusalem. It took until the middle of the fifth century, during the papacy of Leo the Great (440–461), for the writ of the Pope as Bishop of Rome and successor to Saint Peter to prevail to any wide extent in Europe. This Leo achieved by his personal dedication and example, a successful missionary strategy and alliances with powerful kings and princes.


Leo I is one of only two popes to have been called ‘the Great’. He moved Christianity from a system of largely autonomous prelates and bishops, widely scattered about the old Roman Empire, to a hierarchical model of government with the Pope at the top. A great orator and diplomat, he was also a man of courage. In 452, he confronted Attila the Hun (then laying waste to northern Italy and preparing to head south towards Rome) and persuaded him to withdraw.


Thereafter there were periods of supreme papal power, and periods – as in the Dark Ages of the ninth century – when Rome and the papacy fell into disarray. Though Catholicism still holds dear to the notion of an ‘Apostolic Succession’ linking every one of Saint Peter’s 260-plus successors back through him to Jesus, the reality is that libertines, frauds and even (legend has it) a woman disguised as a man have on occasion held the office of pope. So, it should be added, have men of great intellect, humility, spirituality and moral courage. The failings of individual popes, Catholicism teaches, should not detract from the overall authority of the office.


In the first millennium of the Christian Church, popes were often elected by popular acclaim, either by the clerics around them or by the people of Rome. Secular rulers also played a role sometimes, as part of the relationship between Church and State, but from 1059 the system that exists today began to be put in place. The cardinals of the Church choose a pope from among their number, in a series of secret ballots. Almost 80 per cent of the men who have sat on the throne of St Peter over 2,000 years have been Italians, and 38 per cent Romans. However, with an ever-larger proportion of cardinal electors now from the developing world, it is expected to be only a matter of time before one of their number becomes pope and a symbol of what is today geographically a universal church.


The claim to supreme, God-given authority has been made by and of popes down the ages. It is at the very core of Catholicism. What the Pope teaches, it is said, should not be contradicted or ignored by any member of the Church. The tradition that the papacy preserved the truth of the Apostles was first enshrined in 519 in the ‘Formula of Hormisdas’, named after the then pope who endorsed it, along with the Roman Emperor Justin.


Over the following centuries, there was a long-running debate within the Church about papal infallibility. It was only in the nineteenth century that a meeting of cardinals in Rome formally endorsed the claim of the Pope to speak without error on some questions in the spiritual domain. This was precisely at a time when the Pope’s temporal power was at its lowest ebb, with the loss of the Papal States in 1870. Since then, only one papal statement has been deemed infallible: the declaration in 1950 that Jesus’s mother, Mary, had risen body and soul to heaven, a phenomenon known as the Assumption.


Through the workings of his civil service in the Vatican (the Curia), the network of local archbishops and bishops around the globe, and priests in parishes, the Pope retains the power to discipline individual Catholics. This can sometimes be by excluding them from the sacraments – and in rare cases by expelling them from the Church, in a process known as excommunication.





Part one
Catholicism – the basics





1


What is Catholicism?


In this chapter you will learn:




	about the key role of the Pope within Catholicism


	why Catholics are different from other Christians


	how today’s Catholic Church regards other faiths.






The oldest institution in the Western world


The Catholic Church is the oldest institution in the Western world. Its history can be traced back over 2,000 years to the life and times of Jesus Christ. From the tiny group of supporters (or disciples) who gathered around him during his lifetime, it developed rapidly after his death and resurrection. Initially Jesus’s followers operated as a group within Judaism, based in Jerusalem, and preached about their crucified leader as the Jewish Messiah who rose from the dead and was the Son of God. However, under the influence of Saint Paul, who had not been among Jesus’s circle, the message was widened to appeal to Jews and non-Jews (Gentiles) alike. Paul is known as the ‘Apostle to the Gentiles’ and his three missionary journeys, around the eastern Mediterranean and Middle East, prefaced the spread of Christianity as a distinctive Church throughout the Roman Empire.


For its first millennium, the Catholic Church was the only institution in the Christian world, though in that period there were many practical and doctrinal disputes among its leaders as to how best to follow Jesus. Thereafter, successive splits, schisms and divisions, with Orthodox Christians in the East, and then with Lutherans, Protestants, Anglicans and many others in the West, left Christianity divided. Catholicism, however, remains Christianity’s largest single organization and arguably its most influential.





Insight


There is a temptation, with hindsight, to see Christianity’s spread throughout Europe as somehow inevitable. It is worth remembering that it all began in Jerusalem, and that the first communities to embrace the new ‘Christianity’ were overwhelmingly in the Middle East, a region where Christians today are something of an endangered species.






The scale of world Catholicism (taken from current Vatican statistics)


Number of Catholics worldwide: 1.2 billion


Catholics as a percentage of world population: 17 per cent


Most Catholics in one country: Brazil with 125 million Catholics


Highest percentage of Catholics in one country: The Vatican City State 100 per cent (out of just 850 residents)


 






	Geographical spread of Catholicism (as percentage of total population)


	Growth rates in number of Catholics (1996–2005)







	The Americas: 50 per cent


	Africa: 150 per cent







	Europe: 26 per cent


	Asia: 74 per cent







	Africa: 13 per cent


	Oceania: 49 per cent







	Asia: 10 per cent


	The Americas: 45 per cent







	Oceania: 1 per cent


	Europe: 5 per cent









An historical overview


The origins of Catholicism – and in particular of the role of the papacy at the head of the Church – are complex and will be examined in greater detail in subsequent chapters. However, in considering a Church that has defied all predictions of its demise and has endured for 2,000 years, it is important at the outset to give a brief historical overview.


Saint Peter, Jesus’s chosen leader for his fledgling Church, worked after Christ’s death with the other Apostles, and especially with Saint Paul, a Greek-speaking convert, to carry the new faith beyond Jerusalem and Judaism. In AD 64, both Peter and Paul were executed on the orders of the Roman Emperor, Nero. It is said that Peter was crucified upside down and that his body was buried on the spot in Rome where today stands the mother church of world Catholicism, the Basilica of St Peter’s. In 1950 Pope Pius XII announced to the world that archaeologists had found evidence of Peter’s tomb underneath the basilica.





Insight


It is an unforgettable experience, stepping back in time, to visit the excavations under St Peter’s, including the Apostle’s grave, known as the Scavi. Because of the fragile nature of the site, only 200 visitors are allowed per day. To book simply e-mail scavi@fsp.va





It was only in the late second century, however, that Peter began to be described as the first Bishop of Rome and as Pope (from papa, the Latin for father). As the fledgling Church grew in size, despite fierce persecution from the Roman authorities, it started to imitate the hierarchical leadership model of the Roman Empire. Hence the development of the office of the Pope at the head of the Catholic Church and the role given to bishops as leaders of local communities of Christians. Eventually, in 312, the Emperor Constantine attached Christianity’s emblem to the banner of his troops and it became the official religion of the empire.


When the western part of that empire slowly crumbled in the fourth and fifth centuries, the papacy managed to retain its power and influence in the chaos that ensued. Under exceptional leaders like Pope Gregory the Great (590–604: in this book all dates given for popes will signify their periods in office), it successfully evangelized the pagan forces that were destroying the Roman Empire and so laid the basis for a whole new Christian civilization in the West.


In the eleventh century, there was a break with Christians in the East – the Orthodox – and this was never subsequently mended. With the Renaissance of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the dominance of papal, Catholic Christendom across Europe was undermined by social, economic and cultural factors. A German monk, Martin Luther, at the start of the sixteenth century, dealt a heavy blow to the authority of the Pope, setting up his own Church. His lead was followed by other Protestant reformers, but at the Council of Trent (1545–63), Catholicism regrouped as an instinctively traditional Church for most of the next four centuries.


The advent of Pope John XXIII (1958–63) unleashed a period of what he called aggiornamento, or ‘opening a window on the world’. The Church’s hostility to anything perceived as ‘new’ was ended and Catholicism was renewed and reinvigorated at the landmark Second Vatican Council (1962–5). Old prejudices against other Christian churches were replaced by a commitment to mutual exploration of common ground. Constructive engagement with the outside world blossomed, with a high premium placed on social justice rather than older notions of charitable work.


This commitment to be part of the modern world found eloquent expression in the high profile involvement of John Paul II in the struggle to end Soviet communism’s grip on his native Poland and Eastern Europe, which culminated in the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.





Insight


Pope John XXIII’s decision to summon a council of all the bishops of the world to agree on reform came out of the blue. Conservative forces within the Church tried hard to limit the council’s brief and to predetermine its conclusions, in line with their own sincerely held beliefs, but John used the authority of the papacy to remove all the obstacles they placed in his way.






How are Catholics different from other Christians?


Other members of the wider Christian family share the same belief and roots in the life, teachings, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, but the Catholic Church is unique in its claim that its head, the Pope, stands in a direct line back to Saint Peter, the one among Jesus’s 12 Apostles, the gospels report, to whom the founder chose to entrust his followers.


Peter, a married fisherman on the Sea of Galilee, was originally known as Simon. However, Jesus gave him a new name – Kephas in Aramaic, the language he would have used, meaning ‘rock’. The Greek translation of this is rendered in English as Peter. ‘You are Peter,’ Jesus tells him in Chapter 16 of Saint Matthew’s Gospel (an account of Jesus’s life), ‘and on this rock I will build my Church… I will give you the gates of the kingdom of heaven: whatever you bind on earth shall be considered bound in heaven.’





Insight


The gospels tell us that Saint Peter was married, as Jesus’s touch cures Peter’s mother-in-law from a fever. No mention is made of what happened to Peter’s wife, but all popes since have not married.





The ‘Apostolic Succession’ – the idea that Jesus’s mandate to Peter has been passed on to each and every one of his 260-plus successors as Pope – lies at the very core of Catholicism. The Pope has supreme authority within the Church for interpreting Christ’s teachings. This has been its custom from earliest times, but was given formal recognition in 1870 when it was declared that the Pope can, when he wishes, speak infallibly on matters of faith and morals. He cannot make mistakes, Catholicism teaches, because he is being guided by the Holy Spirit. Like other Christian faiths, Catholicism is Trinitarian, that is, it believes that there are three persons in the One God: God, the Father, Jesus, his son, and the Holy Spirit.


But it is not only the paramount role of the Pope that marks out Catholicism. The Church’s practice of the faith, especially its rigorous emphasis on the duty to attend the sacraments regularly and on questions of personal and public morality, also distinguishes it from other Christian churches.


Catholicism prides itself, too, on standing apart from trends in broader society and defending what it describes as ‘eternal truths’. It is said that its attitudes move not in months, years or even decades, but over the course of centuries. It says of itself that it has never compromised teachings handed down by Jesus Christ to the Apostles because it does not have the authority to override scripture. Therefore it cannot, for example, ordain women to its priesthood because Jesus did not choose women among his 12 original Apostles.


The claim never to change its stance on such ‘God-made’ teachings is, however, disputed. Catholic interpretation of some key passages in the four gospels has certainly altered over the centuries, as will be discussed in subsequent chapters. What is undeniably true, though, is that Catholicism has often found itself at odds with the mores and morality of the society in which it has operated from Renaissance times onwards. In recent times, for example, Pope John Paul II (1978–2005) was fond of remarking that Catholicism was ‘a sign of contradiction’ in an increasingly secular modern society.


Though many outside the Catholic Church use the term Roman Catholics to describe those who accept the magisterium – or supreme teaching authority – of the popes, based in the Vatican in Rome, many of those inside the Church refer to themselves simply as Catholics. This can occasionally lead to confusion. There are, for instance, those within Anglicanism who call themselves Catholic, imitating many features of Roman liturgy, but rejecting the supreme authority of the Pope.





Insight


The seventeenth-century Puritan poet, John Milton, dismissed the phrase ‘Roman Catholic’: ‘And whereas the papist boasts himself to be a Roman Catholic, it is a mere contradiction, one of the pope’s bulls [or official letters], as if he should say universal particular; a Catholic schismatic.’ The exact origin of the term is not known, but it is unlikely to have been the papacy.






The distinguishing features of Catholicism


 




	
Its history: Catholicism’s survival and continuing success in attracting additional members globally after 2,000 years give it a certain identity and self-confidence. Some Church theologians see an organic growth over those two millennia, picturing Catholicism as a gigantic old tree, in a state of permanent development, shedding dead branches and poor fruit, as it matures towards an ultimate perfection.



	
The role of the papacy: Though it was not until 1870 that the Pope was declared infallible ‘in matters of faith and morals’, in practice the authority of the papacy has given a unique definition to Catholic teaching throughout the ages.



	
Its priesthood: The Catholic priesthood remains reserved, in all but a tiny handful of cases, to celibate men. The Church twins vocation to the priesthood with vocation to celibacy. Women remain excluded from the priesthood on the grounds of their gender.



	
Its teachings: The Catholic Church goes against current secular norms by teaching that divorce, masturbation, sex before and outside marriage, homosexuality and all artificial means of contraception are sinful. It will not sanction the use by its faithful of condoms, even if their intention is to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS, on the grounds that they would prevent the transmission of life. Pro-life in the widest sense, Catholicism opposes not only abortion but also the death penalty, while it promotes access to better education, health care, employment and housing for the needy of the world.



	
Its liturgy: While Latin is no longer the standard language of the Catholic liturgy (its church services) around the globe, the Church continues to stand apart from other Christian faiths in its insistence, as part of its belief in what is called transubstantiation, that at the moment of consecration, during the celebration of the Eucharist (Holy Communion), Christ is present in the bread and wine in more than a symbolic way.



	
Its practices: The Catholic Church requires weekly mass attendance; encourages veneration of Jesus’s mother, the Blessed Virgin Mary, and ‘the company of saints’; strongly encourages prayers for the dead as a way of interceding on their behalf to speed their journey; and endorses claims of miraculous cures achieved either through the intercession of those individuals it has chosen posthumously to declare saints, or by attendance at one of a number of officially sanctioned shrines. While no one of these practices is unique to Catholicism, together they form a body of behaviour that distinguishes the Catholic Church from other Churches and can, on occasion, cause controversy.



	
The emphasis it places on the role of the Holy Spirit: Catholicism, like other Christian churches, teaches of the Trinity, the three persons in One God, but it gives the Spirit certain distinctive roles: in enabling communication with Christ, in bestowing ‘gifts of the Spirit’ on believers, in promoting the unity of the Church and, even, in guiding the cardinal electors when they choose a new pope.









Insight


Veneration of the Blessed Virgin Mary is not unique to Catholics. Many in the Reformed or Protestant churches accord her a special place. In Islam she is considered the most righteous woman and is the only woman mentioned by name in the Qur’an. Indeed, her name is mentioned more there than it is in the New Testament.






Attitudes to other faiths


Once Christianity had expanded beyond its original Jewish base, it sought to play down its Jewish roots in order to form its own distinctive identity. This led to its being responsible, for many centuries, for encouraging the scapegoating of Jews, accusing them of deicide – killing the Son of God. In the aftermath of the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, Catholicism also came to regard newer Christian Churches with great hostility.


However, these prejudices were definitively rejected at the Second Vatican Council. In the decades that have followed it, the Catholic Church has expended a great deal of energy on building better relationships with other faiths. One spectacular high point was the gathering Pope John Paul II hosted in the Italian city of Assisi in October 1986, when he stood in a circle with Anglicans, Buddhists, Hindus, Sikhs, Shintoists and African and Amerindian animists who passed around a pipe of peace. The event, John Paul said, ‘has taught us anew to be aware of the common origin and the common destiny of humanity’.


Particular emphasis has been given to entering into dialogues with other mainstream Protestant Churches. This led, in the 1970s and 1980s, to hopes of an eventual Christian reunion. However, discussion has stalled over key doctrinal questions such as Eucharist, ministry and the papacy, where Catholic teaching and practice are at odds with what occurs in its ‘sister churches’. In spite of such substantial theological obstacles, there is now much goodwill and practical co-operation, especially at grass-roots level, as seen, for example, in Catholic participation in annual Weeks of Prayer for Christian Unity and in national pan-Christian Councils of Churches.


With other non-Christian faiths, there have also been great steps forward. The 1965 Second Vatican Council document, Nostra Aetate, repudiated the idea that Jews had been responsible for deicide when Jesus was crucified. ‘The death of Christ is not to be attributed to an entire people then alive,’ it states, ‘and even less to a people today. Therefore, let priests be careful not to say anything, in catechetical instruction or in preaching, that might give rise to hatred or contempt of the Jews in the hearts of their hearers.’ All forms of anti-Semitism were repudiated. In the case of Islam, successive popes have worked to develop a relationship with Muslim leaders founded on mutual respect and tolerance of the practice of each other’s faith.





Insight


On 13 April 1986, Pope John Paul II went to Rome’s Great Synagogue, the first known visit by a pope to a synagogue since the early history of Christianity. He prayed with Rabbi Elio Toaff, the Chief Rabbi of Rome. As a young man in Poland in the 1930s, John Paul had had many Jewish friends.





Nonetheless, at its core, Catholicism teaches that the ‘Church of Christ’ subsists within the Catholic Church. Therefore, it, rather than other faiths, represents the best route to salvation and eternal life with God. The Church has never abandoned its demand that its faithful evangelize those they meet.
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