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The Everything® Catholicism Book


Dear Reader:


The decision to write this book was not easy to make; both of us had conflicting emotions about undertaking this project. We were excited about exploring the histor y, structure, beliefs, and practices of Catholicism.


However, we felt somewhat daunted. To explore Catholicism is to come to grips with the history of Western civilization ove r t wo millennia. To explain dogmas and doctrines is to delve into the thorny and challenging concepts of theology and cosmology of the Catholic Church. To describe current Catholic practices requires a study in sociology.


Though raised as Catholics, we realized that much had changed since our days in Catholic school. However, we were fortunate to have great friends, contacts, and resource facilities, including two excellent Catholic libraries: the John M. Kelly Library at St. Michael’s College (University of Toronto) and the Odette College Library at St. Michael’s College School (high school).


We hope that this book shows the heart and soul of Catholicism, a faith that has given hope, inspiration, and daily guidance to millions of people. For Catholics, may it serve as a refresher course and new inspiration; for non-Catholics, may it lead to greater understanding. And for would-be converts, may it be a useful stepping stone.
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For your reference, the version of the Bible we used to quote from is the New American Bible. You can find this text online at www.nccbuscc.org, by clicking the Bible link.
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Top Ten Catholic Heroes and Heroines


1. Jesus Christ, God the Son


2. The Virgin Mary, Mother of God


3. St. Peter, the Rock of the Church


4. St. Paul, a convert and missionary to the Gentiles


5. St. Stephen, the first martyr to the Christian faith


6. St. Augustine, a great Catholic intellectual


7. St. Patrick, the man who brought Catholicism to Ireland


8. St. Joan of Arc, the defender of France


9. St. Thomas Aquinas, one of the greatest Catholic Theologians


10. Mother Theresa of Calcutta, a woman who dedicated her life to the poor of Calcutta









Introduction


[image: ]WITH ADHERENTS WORLDWIDE, Catholicism is one of the world’s major religions. It has had a profound impact on Western civilization for two millennia. It is, in a sense, the original form of Christianity, a tree from which the many branches of the Protestant denominations have grown.


Catholicism has had a huge impact on the world. As it has acquired millions of converts, it has also developed doctrines, dogmas, devotions, and a fairly rigid organizational structure. The Church as an institution became a dominant force. Popes and other clergy influenced nations and politics, and politics, in turn, had an impact on the Church.


Catholicism was the religion of medieval Europe, and it influenced the development of European art, architecture, education, and social structures. Though much good came from the Church, it sometimes abused its powers and dominance. The horrors of the Inquisition were visited on dissenters. Religious offices were bought and sold. Superstition and faith grew side by side.


The separation of the Eastern church and the rise of Protestantism as a reaction against abuses in the Church brought many changes, and the Catholic Church also undertook its own reforms. But the Catholic faith continued to grow in the midst of these upheavals. Catholicism spread to other continents and to the New World, where missionaries joined early explorers to bring the faith to all indigenous peoples.


In the last couple of centuries, the Catholic Church has struggled with the sweeping social changes wrought by the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the rise of democracy, and a move toward individualism—developments that have, for good or for ill, run counter to Catholic ideology.


Since the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), the Church has resolved to modernize, look outward, reform itself from within, and find more common ground with other Christian faiths. Its emphasis has shifted from hierarchy to community, but the hierarchy still holds firm. The primary dogmas and doctrines remain unchanged, though the atmosphere is more open to healthy debate.


To the Church’s credit, it has tried over the past fifty years to look at itself honestly. Recently, it has apologized for some of its past policies and transgressions. The Church also faces ongoing crises in religious vocations and in allegations of sexual abuse among its priests. How it deals with these challenges will influence how it changes in the twenty-first century. If its history is any indication, the current crises will certainly challenge the Church, but they will not damage the bedrock faith of its community.


Why is it important to learn about Catholicism? A working knowledge of this major religion is important for everyone, no matter what his or her religious background. Learning about other religions helps promote respect, tolerance, and cross-cultural and interfaith understanding. Understanding Catholicism means gaining a grasp of the Catholic belief system as well as a deeper insight into world history and modern Western society.


Anyone raised in a Catholic home knows the truth of the saying, “You can take the man out of the Catholic Church, but you can’t take the Catholic Church out of the man.” Embodying a theological view of the universe, a belief system, prayers and practices, and a veritable world outlook, Catholicism makes an indelible impression on anyone raised in the faith. The importance of good works, God’s immensity, and the mercy of Jesus remain even with those no longer practicing their religion. Many who do lapse return to the Church at critical times in their lives.


For members of the Church, students of the Catholic faith or history, and those contemplating conversion, this book is a user-friendly guide to the essentials of Catholicism—the origins, history, doctrine, sacraments, liturgies, devotional practices, and organizational structure of this major world religion.[image: ]







Chapter 1


What Is Catholicism?


Catholicism is founded on the teachings of Jesus Christ, which have evolved over 2,000 years into the religion we have today. It is important for us to understand Catholic beliefs. Non-Catholic Christians can see how many of their own beliefs are mirrored in or developed from Catholicism; non-Christians can gain an understanding of one of the world’s great religious movements.


A Community, a Way of Life, a Religion


Catholics form a diverse community of varied ethnic and national groups that share a sense of belonging to the formal institution of the Catholic Church. The Second Vatican Council defined the Church as “a kind of sacrament or sign of intimate union with God, and of the unity of all mankind.” In joining the Church, each member joins a community that comprises the Body of Christ on earth.


The local congregation, ministered to by a priest, is the basic unit of Catholic community. Each congregation is part of a larger diocese (the territory under a bishop’s jurisdiction), and all the dioceses in the world answer to the Curia in Rome. All these units make up one living, breathing entity that prays and worships in the same way, forming a huge community of souls.


The senses of community and mutual responsibility are reinforced through thousands of service organizations that the Church sponsors around the world. Service to others is elemental to Catholicism. Out of love for the Lord, the Church is expected to serve mankind compassionately, both through its service institutions and through the work of individual Catholics.


In Devotion to God


The religious aspect of Catholicism is its belief in and an understanding of God. Catholics learn how to live their lives based on their devotion to God, and Catholicism offers them a way of life that is based on specific doctrines, faith, theology, and a firm sense of moral responsibility. These elements, based on the Scriptures or “divine revelations,” later evolved through tradition. Other religions may contain some or many of these elements, but these specific liturgical, ethical, and spiritual orientations give Catholicism its unique character.
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Tradition is key to understanding Catholicism. According to Catholic thought, the Bible is considered to be a product of traditions, pulled together from numerous sources and over a long period of time.





What It Means to Be Catholic


No study of Catholicism would be complete without an understanding of the word Catholic. The word itself comes from the Greek katholikos, meaning “general” or “universal,” which appeared in Greek writings before the rise of Christianity.


Writing in A.D. 110, St. Ignatius of Antioch was one of the first to use the phrase katholike ekklesia (literally, “catholic church”), but the force behind the phrase’s meaning came from St. Cyril of Jerusalem in 386: “The Church is called Catholic because it extends through all the world and because it teaches universally and without omission all the doctrines which ought to come to human knowledge.”


We know from the New Testament, particularly Matthew 24:14, that Christ intended his Word to extend beyond Jewish Palestine to all nations. By the end of the first century, at least 100 communities of Christians were established in and around the Mediterranean.


Since then, the Word has spread farther still, to nearly one billion people, across state lines and over cultural boundaries. What’s more, these various cultures have adapted Catholic rites and created variations that the Church fully accepts today.


Catholicism and Other Christian Religions


Christians have many ways of practicing their faith—through the Catholic Church, the Eastern Orthodox church, and the many Protestant denominations such as the Baptists, Lutherans, Methodists, and Presbyterians. All Christians share their belief in and acceptance of Jesus Christ, but they also differ in many important ways.


The Church first underwent a split into the Western and Eastern Church in the Great Schism of 1054. (For more details on the Great Schism, see Chapter 4.) Much later, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Protestant movements split the Western Church further into the Roman Catholic and Protestant denominations.


The word Protestant comes from “protest.” The Protestant faiths splintered from the Catholic Church because ordinary people protested against the Catholic institution and some of its conduct and practices.
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The head of the Catholic Church has been situated in Rome for many centuries. However, the word Roman was first appended to the Catholic Church during the Reformation. The followers of Martin Luther, the group that made the first major split from the Church, also considered themselves Catholic. They described the Church as “Roman” to indicate the distinction between themselves and followers of “Romish” or “Papist” Catholics.





The Protestant Faiths


In some ways, the Protestant churches are similar to the Catholic Church. Most believe in the importance of the Bible, the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Triune God (Father, Son, and Holy Ghost), the sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist, and other Christian doctrines and practices.


The main distinction between Catholicism and Protestantism is that Catholicism is a religion of sacraments (seeing the spiritual enfleshed in the secular world) while Protestantism is more a religion of the bodiless Word of God. Sacramentality is the idea that everything reveals God. Over time, Protestantism has retained only parts of this concept. Protestants don’t believe, as Catholics do, in the special significance of Mary. They don’t believe in transubstantiation (that the Eucharist is after declaration by a priest, the Body and Blood of Christ). They believe that priests and ministers are merely members of the laity, trained in the practices of that particular religion, and not that members of the ordained ministry are actually mediators of God’s grace. Finally, they see religious statues and icons more as forms of idolatry than as windows to the spiritual world.


Another fascinating difference is in approaches to the Bible. Catholics believe that the Church—as the authentic moral and theological authority—should be their guide in interpreting the Bible. Peter, who was the first Bishop of Rome, wrote, “There is no prophecy of scripture that is a matter of personal interpretation” (2 Peter 1:20). Protestants challenged this relationship. Many Protestant faiths accept personal interpretation of the Bible as they do a personal (unmediated) relationship between each person and God.


The Protestants also denied that the pope, as the head of the Church hierarchy in matters of faith and morals, was infallible in matters of faith and morals, a belief known as the Petrine Primacy or apostolic succession. In Catholic ideology, the pope is infallible because he is the representative of Christ on earth. He follows a line of succession back to St. Peter, the first bishop of the early Church, who received his appointment directly from Jesus.


There was also a difference in how Protestants and Catholics worshiped. Until recently, Catholics celebrate the Mass with a highly structured, formal ceremony conducted in Latin (today, most Catholic churches in the United States and many other countries have made a switch to having services in the vernacular). Protestant forms of worship were simpler: Believers prayed in their native tongues and there was more preaching. In some denominations, the service was completely unstructured, allowing the congregation a greater degree of participation.


The Grace of God


The Catholic Church is a living, growing entity. Open to changes that come with the times, it also adheres to some basic doctrines it has always held to be true. The most basic of the Church’s doctrines is the idea that man achieves salvation through divine grace, where divine blessings are an expression of God’s love.


The Two Mysteries


God’s grace is expressed through the dual nature of Christ (man and God) and the trinity of persons in God. These two mysteries are fundamental to Catholic belief and the Church’s teachings about God. On his deathbed, just before receiving the Holy Eucharist, the Church’s most precious sacrament, St. Thomas Aquinas, considered to be one of the fathers of the Church, said: “If in this world there be any knowledge of this sacrament stronger than that of faith, I wish now to use it in affirming that I firmly believe and know as certain that Jesus Christ, True God and True Man, Son of God and Son of the Virgin Mary, is in this Sacrament.”


St. Thomas affirms Christ’s humanity, that Jesus was born and died a man, with a man’s physical strengths and weaknesses. The Catholic Church teaches that it is our great gift that Christ walked among us, was one of us, and that he took on the burden of atonement for our sins. St. Thomas also affirms Jesus’ divinity, that the man who walked among us 2,000 years ago was indeed a divine person, a person of God, who made himself over into our image for a brief time.
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What is “incarnation”?


Incarnation, which literally means “made into flesh,” describes what happened when Jesus assumed a bodily form and the human condition. Understanding the concept of the Incarnation is essential to the Catholic belief system.





Catholics believe that the world is essentially good but that it has fallen from grace, or the “divine presence,” into original sin. As a result of this falling away, the world had to be redeemed by God in Christ.


The Eucharist


The Catholic belief in God as a real, living presence is best exemplified in the Eucharist, another of the mysteries fundamental to the Catholic faith. Celebration of the Eucharist, the Mass, is the centerpiece of Catholic worship.


During this ceremony, the assembly partakes of bread and wine that, through consecration, are converted into the Mystical Body and Blood of Christ. The process through which the bread and wine are converted is known as “transubstantiation.” Through transubstantiation, the bread and wine are literally changed into Christ’s body and blood. In sharing this sacrament, the entire Catholic community is united in communion with Christ. For this reason, the Mass is also known as the Holy Communion.


The Four Tenets of the Church


The Catholic Church has four basic tenets: tradition, universality, reason, and analogy. Tradition includes all the teachings contained in the Bible. Universality—remember, the word Catholic comes from the Greek word for “universal”—is the openness to all truth, unfettered by any particular culture and unrestricted to all human beings. The last two tenets, analogy and reason, are both used in our quest to understand the Catholic mysteries. Analogy is a common logic device that helps us understand God through our knowledge of the created world; reason and philosophy are both pre-eminent in the Church’s thinking.
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St. Augustine, one of the great fathers of the Church, had this to say about the important relationship between faith and reason. The right use of reason is “that by which the most wholesome faith is begotten … is nourished, defended, and made strong.”





Human powers of reason aside, God does not leave the faithful to figure out his mysteries on their own. The Bible reveals God’s wisdom and teachings and is an essential part of divine revelation. Catholic doctrine holds that neither the Gospels nor the Bible’s other books are self-explanatory. To understand these texts and see the truths they contain, people need the guidance of the Church. The highest authority in interpreting the Scriptures is the pope.


Sacramentality, Mediation, and Communion


The concepts of sacramentality, mediation, and communion are essential to the Catholic faith. Besides providing guideposts for the faithful in their response to the Lord, these concepts illustrate how Catholics see themselves in relation to the Divine.


Sacramentality: The Presence of God


Sacramentality is the principle that says everything in creation—people, movements, places, the environment, and the cosmos itself—can reveal God. Under this principle, the division between sacred and secular is erased: Everything is sacred, because all comes from the Lord.


Beyond sacramentality as a general concept, Catholicism recognizes seven specific sacraments that confer grace (the seven sacraments will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 8). Additionally, objects, words, or ceremonies used in conjunction with the sacraments and which confer holiness are known as the sacramentals. When a priest blesses an object—such as giving a blessing upon the dedication of a church or upon holy oils and vestments—the blessed object is sanctified and becomes a sacramental.


Mediation: Intercession Between Man and God


Catholics believe that God and man can be brought to a greater common awareness through the power of certain intercessors that are venerated by the Catholic Church. An angel, saint, holy person, or a priest can plead a believer’s cause to God or, in other words, be a mediator between the believer and the Lord.


Mediation is a process that bridges the divide between the human and the divine. The saints, especially the Virgin Mary, take their spiritual power from Christ, the ultimate mediator, and can intercede with God to confer his grace on man.
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In the very essence of his being, Christ conjoins the human and the divine, and is therefore considered to be the most effective mediator. The second most perfect advocate for us is the Blessed Virgin Mary. She was born without original sin and was never estranged from God.





Communion: A Communal Faith


The principle of communion stresses the communal aspect of Catholic life. Regardless of one’s personal relationship to God, the only way to him is through the community of the faithful, especially as it is embodied in the sacraments of the Church.[image: ]




Chapter 2


The Birth of the Church


Christianity began with Jesus Christ, and to this day, Catholics trace their beliefs to Jesus’ last three years of life and the teachings and practices of the Twelve Apostles. This chapter will explore the origins of Christianity and the Catholic Church, which formally considers its beginning to be the first Pentecost after Jesus’ crucifixion.


The Story Begins with Jesus


The story of the Catholic Church must begin with Jesus Christ and his human life. Catholic doctrine teaches that Jesus had a dual nature: He was both human and divine. Jesus the Son of God was made man as a perfect expression of God’s love.


How do we know that Jesus was a real, historical human being? Catholic scholars and laypeople rely on the main written source, the Bible, but books by early Roman historians also mention his existence. The most important such source is Jewish Antiquities, a historical work written by Flavius Josephus, one of the world’s earliest historians.
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The search for the facts proving Jesus’ existence didn’t really start until the 1700s, the age of early science. The quest for the historical Jesus is not essential for authentic Catholic faith.





Flavius Josephus was born in Jerusalem in A.D. 37 to a priestly Jewish family. Although he was involved in the First Revolt against Rome, he later switched sides and moved to Rome, where he wrote his historical accounts under the auspices of the Roman emperor. The Jewish Antiquities is a collection of twenty books that discuss the history of the Jewish people; while we no longer have the original text, the earliest extant versions of the manuscript include the following reference:




Now, there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works—a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ.





According to the Bible, Jesus Christ was born to the daughter of Anne and Joachim, Mary, who was chosen by God to bear his Son. The Blessed Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, is one of the most important figures in Catholic liturgy. She embodies the great maternal impulses of kindliness and wisdom. As such, Mary is venerated around the world. And yet very little is known about her actual life. What we do know mostly comes from canonical Scriptures, especially the Gospels.


The Annunciation


A rare and important reference to Mary in the New Testament concerns her visit from the Angel Gabriel. He appeared to her and announced: “You will conceive in your womb and bear a son” (Luke 1:31; Luke 1:26–38 tells the story of the Annunciation). In a state of grace, Mary accepted God’s will.


Mary was betrothed to an older man, the carpenter Joseph. The social stigma of bearing a child outside of wedlock was enormous. Indeed, Joseph intended to quietly divorce her. But an angel also appeared to Joseph to explain that he would be head of a household in which Mary would bear the coming Messiah. And so Joseph too accepted his role.
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Under Jewish law, a marriage took place in two stages: the betrothal and the marriage. Mary and Joseph were betrothed, but they were not yet living together as man and wife.





The Magnificat


The next significant “Marian” event in the Bible takes place five months later (in Luke 1:39–56). Mary visits her kinswoman Elizabeth, who is also pregnant with the child who will become John the Baptist. Mary greets Elizabeth with a song of praise called the Magnificat. The Bible tells us that at the meeting of the two women, Elizabeth’s baby leaped in her womb. Elizabeth also tells Mary that Mary “is twice blessed.”


Jesus Is Born


Although Mary and Joseph lived in Nazareth, and Jesus is often known as Jesus of Nazareth, he was actually born in Bethlehem. According to the Gospel of Luke, Mary and Joseph had to travel to Bethlehem for the census. The town was full of people and the only place where the couple could find a place to sleep was in a manger. It was there that Jesus was born and where he was visited by the three wise men, the Magi (as depicted in Nativity scenes every Christmastime).


When Herod heard from the Magi that the King of the Jews was born, he sent out soldiers to kill all Jewish boys two years old and younger. To save their son, Joseph and Mary fled to Egypt. When Herod died, the family returned to their home in Nazareth.


Preaching the Word of God


Jesus was a man of conviction, an eloquent and passionate speaker—his mother, Mary, found him in the Temple conversing with the elders when he was only twelve. According to the Bible, his formal ministry began with his baptism in the River Jordan by John the Baptist, also known as the Precursor. Because Jesus was without sin, his baptism was a highly symbolic undertaking in which his message of love was expressed in the triune acts of repentance, forgiveness, and the washing away of sins.


Immediately after his baptism, Jesus retired to the desert of Judea for a forty-day fast. Here, according to the Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of Luke, Satan subjected him to three assaults, or temptations:




	That to relieve his hunger, he change the rocks to bread


	That he cast himself off a parapet to see if the angels would catch him


	That in exchange for worship, he receive dominion over all the kingdoms of the earth





Jesus’ time in the desert is considered a ritualistic preparation period for his ministry. In his ministering, Jesus traveled for three years around Galilee. A small province of ancient Palestine, Galilee was part of the Roman Empire. According to the Gospels, Jesus also came to preach in and around Jerusalem.


Jesus’ preaching alarmed the local authorities almost immediately—first the Pharisees (those who practiced strict adherence to Jewish religious laws) and then the Romans. When the people proclaimed Jesus as the King of the Jews, both the Jewish religious leaders and the Roman government saw him as a threat.




[image: ]


Jesus of Nazareth was Jewish. He was born into a Jewish family and raised in the Jewish tradition—an important point to keep in mind when studying the origins of Catholicism.





A Message of Love


Jesus was not preaching a new religion. He brought people the Word of God, and he taught that every person can receive salvation. He reminded them that following the letter of the Law was not as important as living a good life on earth.


Jesus taught his message of love with clarity and simplicity. He taught God’s infinite love for the humble and the weak, and he taught that each person should strive to follow God’s example.


The Beatitudes


Jesus addressed his largest audience in the hills of the Galilee with the Sermon on the Mount, where he gave his followers eight blessings, known as the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3–11):


Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


Blessed are they who mourn, for they will be comforted.


Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the land.


Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be satisfied.


Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.


Blessed are the clean of heart, for they will see God.


Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.


Blessed are they who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


Blessed are you when they insult you and persecute you and utter every kind of evil against you (falsely) because of me.
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Jesus also used stories, or parables, to illustrate his lessons. Parables about nature and harvest, weddings and feasts, and fathers and sons all appear in the Bible. The two best known are probably the parables of the good Samaritan and the prodigal son.





The Twelve Apostles


Jesus had many disciples and devoted followers. From them, he picked twelve men to travel with him. These disciples came to be known as the apostles, from the Greek word apostolos, “to send forth.” Jesus taught them, so that they would one day go out into the world to spread his message.


These were the Twelve Apostles:




	Peter and his brother Andrew


	James and John, also brothers. (This John is not to be confused with John the Baptist, who had a separate role as the Precursor—the one who announced that the Son of God was coming.)


	Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James (son of Alphaeus), Thaddaeus (son of James), and Simon


	Judas Iscariot, who would betray Jesus for thirty pieces of silver





Paul would join the Christians later and become an “honorary” apostle, making their number twelve again.


It was the apostles’ special privilege to stay close to Jesus and receive his training and wisdom. As witnesses to Jesus’ life on earth and students of his teachings, the apostles became founders of the Church and the authors of the Gospels (first passed down orally and eventually written down). The Gospels, apostolic letters, and other writings were later compiled into what we know as the New Testament.


Peter, the Rock of the Church


Peter was a married fisherman who lived in the Galilee. Peter’s name was originally Simon; later, Jesus came to call him Cephas (“rock,” in Aramaic). Later still, this name came into Greek as Peter (petros being Greek for “rock”). The new name denotes Peter’s central function in Jesus’ inner circle: “And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church” (Matthew 16:18).


Jesus’ choice of a fisherman and the name he gave him are both symbolic. Jesus chose Peter to be a fisher of men, the first in the apostolic line of popes who would later follow him.


Paul, the Twelfth Apostle


The story of Paul is different from that of all the other apostles. Saul (as he was originally called) never knew Jesus during his lifetime. A practicing Jew, Saul saw the Christian faith as heresy. In fact, he was a zealous persecutor of the new Christian faith. (He acted as a witness at the stoning of the apostle Stephen, the first Christian martyr.)


One day, on the way to Damascus to rout out Christians, Saul received a revelation from the Lord that blinded him for three days. Once he recovered, he took his Roman name, Paul, and became an enthusiastic convert to Christianity. From that day, Paul devoted all of his energy to spread the message of Jesus Christ and help new converts to interpret it.


Recognizing the Messiah


Jesus of Nazareth was not the only man who traveled around the countryside preaching sermons and instructing the people in the Way of God. How, then, did his followers come to know he was the Christ? They knew because of the prophecies of the Old Testament and the miracles that Jesus worked when he walked among them.
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What are the meanings of “Messiah” and “Christ”?


The word messiah comes from the Hebrew for “anointed” (as king); Jews expected the arrival of the “anointed,” sent by God, as prophesized by the prophets of the Old Testament. “Messiah” translates into Greek as khristos, or Christ. Jesus of Nazareth was understood to be God’s messenger, the Messiah, and is therefore known as Jesus Christ.





Jesus’ identity was established at his baptism. When he arose from the waters of the Jordan, the heavens opened, “and the Spirit as a dove [descended] upon him. And a voice came from the heavens, ‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased’“ (Mark 1:11). At this moment, Jesus was proclaimed the Messiah.


Signs and Miracles
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It is recorded that Jesus performed thirty-five miracles; of these, seven were “sign miracles” (those miracles that were signs that Jesus was the Christ) as recorded in the Gospel of John, Chapters 1–11. The first of the sign miracles—and therefore the most important one—was the miracle at the wedding feast at Cana.


Jesus and Mary were at a wedding celebration when the party ran out of wine. Jesus changed water into wine, performing his first miracle. This transformation illustrated that a Christian’s life on earth is like a wedding feast, full of bounty and joy as well as community—the coming together of loved ones. The running out of wine is a symbol of the hurdles that life puts before us.


The honeymoon that comes after the wedding represents our eventual return to God’s presence. In more religious terms, Jesus compared the soul to being the bride of Christ.


The other six of Jesus’ sign miracles were the following:




	Healing a royal official’s son


	Healing a paralytic man who had been unable to walk for thirty-eight


	years


	Feeding 5,000 people with only five loaves of bread and two fish


	Walking on the sea to calm his disciples, who were frightened that their boat was sinking


	Healing a blind man by placing mud mixed with his saliva over his eyes and telling him to wash in a pool


	Raising Lazarus from the dead





The miracles demonstrate both Christ’s compassion and the power of the living God. They are potent symbols that demonstrate how Jesus helped his followers understand what he was doing. His miracles helped persuade the disciples that Jesus was God’s son on earth. Raising Lazarus from the dead won over many religious leaders, who began to follow Jesus and his teachings.
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Performing miracles sometimes led to trouble with the authorities. When Jesus healed the blind man at Siloam, the Pharisees accused him of breaking God’s commandment to keep the Sabbath as a day of rest.





The Passion of Christ


Jesus’ brief life—thirty-three years in total—culminated in Jerusalem. The last events of his life, from the Last Supper to his crucifixion, are known collectively as the Passion. Each stage of the Passion provides an essential element in the fretwork of Catholic belief.


The Passion begins with the Last Supper, a Passover meal that Jesus ate with his apostles. During this meal, Jesus invited his followers to enjoy communion with him forever by literally partaking of his Body and Blood through consecrated bread and wine. Catholics and many Protestant denominations still celebrate this important ceremony, now known as the Eucharist. To Catholics, the Eucharist is the heart of the Mass, or Catholic service of worship.


The Arrest and Crucifixion


After the Last Supper, the apostles left Jesus to a lonely vigil in the Garden of Gethsemane, where he prayed. He was betrayed by Judas. Pontius Pilate’s soldiers found Jesus in the garden and arrested him. Jesus was tried and taken to Golgotha with two other men, and they were crucified.


The Crucifixion is also known as the Agony: Jesus died on the cross to atone for our sins. It is also considered a sacrifice: God sacrificed his Son for us. After he died, Jesus’ mother and other followers laid his body in a tomb cut in the rock. The tomb was sealed with a large stone.


Resurrection: The Best Miracle of All


The physical resurrection of Jesus Christ is fundamental to Catholic and all Christian belief. Resurrection is literally a crucial event in Christianity, the most important of all Jesus’ miracles. Resurrection is what Catholics celebrate at Easter. It is a symbol of renewal, and it brings us the message that even though we are all sinners, we can be reborn in Christ, our Savior.


Two days after the crucifixion, Mary Magdalene—another follower of Christ—discovered that Jesus’ tomb was empty. Jesus Christ had risen from the dead. According to the Gospels, Mary met Jesus on the road. Later, Jesus communed with his disciples, and then he ascended into Heaven.
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If you are a Catholic, don’t forget your Easter duty! Good Catholics are required to go to confession before Easter Sunday so that they may receive the Eucharist in a state of grace on the holiest of days.





The Spiritual Birthday of the Church


Catholics consider Pentecost Sunday, which ends the season of Easter, as the birthday of the Catholic Church. That first year, only a few weeks after the Ascension of Christ, the apostles had gathered in Jerusalem with Mary, the Mother of God, to observe Shavuot, the Feast of Weeks—a Jewish holiday held fifty days after the Passover Sabbath to celebrate the midseason grain harvest. (Pentecost, “the fiftieth day,” is a Greek translation of the Hebrew Shavuot.)


It probably wasn’t much of a celebration. Jesus’ disciples were confused, unsure of what to do next. They probably grieved their teacher, and they were likely anxious about their personal safety. Yet what happened during this feast day transformed them:




And suddenly there came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the entire house in which they were. Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of them. And they were all filled with the holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit enabled them. (Acts 2:2–4)
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Around the world, there are many traditions that commemorate this momentous event. In Italy, people scatter rose leaves from the church ceiling to recall the miracle of the fiery tongues. In France, they blow trumpets during the Divine Liturgy service to recall the sound of the mighty wind that accompanied the Descent of the Holy Ghost.





Blessed with the Holy Spirit


The apostles were filled with the Holy Spirit, which cemented their belief and gave them courage and the gift of tongues. This gave the apostles the ability to speak so that people of different languages could comprehend their meaning. They went out, and they began to preach.


Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, preached with such joy that 3,000 were baptized that very day. These converts were Jews from Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia, and many other places. Visiting Jerusalem for the holiday, they took Peter’s message with them back to their homes. Peter’s central role in the expanding circle of Christ’s followers was thus clearly defined, and the Church was made public.


The apostles proceeded to spread the word in and around the Mediterranean region, drawing in people from all races and religions, and establishing Christian communities wherever they went. This was their mission, and it came with great tests of faith. Sometimes they were welcomed. At other times, they placed themselves in great personal peril.
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Jesus said: “The kingdom of God may be likened to a king who gave a wedding feast for his son” (Matthew 22:2). Everybody is invited, and the only requirement is that the guests be “dressed in a wedding garment” (Matthew 22:11)—in other words, that they have Jesus in themselves.





Earliest Church Practices


At the beginning, the Christians did not have formal practices. They were guided by the teachings of Jesus Christ and the writings of the apostles. The one essential belief or practice that they performed was the celebration of the Eucharist, or Holy Communion, at various assemblies. These assemblies were the first church gatherings. In fact, the English word church is a translation of the Greek word for “assembly,” ekklesia.


Birth of the Sacraments


Catholics believe that the sacraments, or the rites of the Catholic Church, are the sacred base of a good Catholic lifestyle. The sacraments also remind us that we carry Jesus through our daily lives. The seven sacraments, which have been given to us by Christ, include Baptism, Confirmation, the Eucharist, Penance, the Anointing of the Sick, Holy Orders, and Matrimony. (For a detailed description of the sacraments, refer to Chapter 8).


Celebration of the Eucharist symbolizes the Last Supper and commemorates Christ’s death and Resurrection. Partaking of the Eucharist— literally the Body and Blood of Christ—is at the very essence of Catholicism. That is because through the Eucharist, believers partake of the Divine, coming as close to God as they can.


The practice of baptism, the cleansing away of sin, began when John the Baptist baptized Jesus at the River Jordan. Converts to early Christianity underwent baptism as a symbolic cleansing of sins and a public demonstration of their faith. Not until the Middle Ages did infant baptism become an accepted practice: Infant mortality was high, and many parents feared their unbaptized babies would not get into Heaven.
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Before the Middle Ages, Confirmation was part of the baptismal rite, not a separate sacrament. Originally, immersion in water (Baptism) was followed by the ceremony in which a bishop anointed the new believer with oil (Confirmation). Eventually, though, there were too many people to be baptized and the bishops could not officiate at every baptism. At that point, the sacrament of Confirmation broke off and was performed separately.





Another new sacrament was Penance, also called reconciliation or confession. In the early days of persecution, some people denied Christ to save themselves from death by torture. Catholic communities accepted the apostates’ public reconciliation, following in the spirit of Christ’s message of forgiveness and compassion. Later, confessions became private.


Catholicism adopted the sacrament of Matrimony from the Jewish tradition. Formalizing the sacraments of Anointing the Sick and Holy Orders came later, as the Church grew and developed.


Origins of the Catholic Liturgy


The Catholic liturgy originated in private gatherings. Christians read from the missives of the apostles, which were copied and passed from one community to another. (By A.D. 200, Church leaders agreed on which writings were most authoritative.) The assembly might discuss these readings. Then, the early Christians prayed, sang, and celebrated the Eucharist.[image: ]




Chapter 3

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/29.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/everything.jpg
VERYTH

ING





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SR THiN
CTHOLICSY
1]

Discover the
beliefs, traditions,
- and tenets of ‘

the Catholic Church

Helen Keeler and Susan Grimbly









OEBPS/OEBPS/images/question.jpg
qu

ﬂllESIIDIS'I





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
A

Adams Media Corporaton
Joon Massachisets:





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/fact.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/essential.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/elogo.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/arrow.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/alert.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/sign.jpg





