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INTRODUCTION

There may be as many as 2 billion Christians in the world today. Among the major groupings, the Roman Catholic Church has nearly a billion members, compared to about 800 million Protestants of all denominations and 200 million members of Eastern Orthodox Churches. Roman Catholicism’s influence extends to every continent and most nations of the world.

The Bishop of Rome, more commonly known as the pope, leads the Church. The pope’s leadership is unique, in that he presides not only over the Roman Catholic Church, but over the Vatican—an independent nation—as well. Thus, in interacting with heads of state and also with leaders of other religious traditions, the pope has access to some of the most important decision-makers in the world. The pope’s prominence, and that of the Church he leads, took centuries to develop. The story of the Roman Catholic Church’s development is one of epic proportions. Its story is inseparable from the story of Western civilization since the first century a.d. In fact, as you will soon find in the pages of this text, the Western world’s advancement has depended upon some of the great events, figures, and thinkers of the Church.

In the Catholic faith, the primacy of the Bishop of Rome dates back all the way to the early days following Jesus’ death and the Resurrection. The Church teaches that St. Peter was the first Bishop of Rome. As such, the link between God’s acts, made present in the life and teachings of Jesus, remains unbroken through the chain of leaders that has followed from St. Peter, through the centuries until now. This chain of transmitting the authentic understanding of who Jesus was—the only begotten Son of God the Father—and what His message was, as conveyed in the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds, is called “apostolic succession.”

As the chief authority in the Roman Catholic Church, the pope stands at the pinnacle of Church hierarchy and authority. But the pope is not the sole figure of authority in the Church. At the next level below him comes the cardinal of bishops, followed by the provincial bishops, then priests. Church bishops collectively convene from time to time in councils to make decisions on pressing matters. And, in rare cases, the pope makes pronouncements on matters of faith or morals that the Roman Catholic Church views as infallible and binding on all its members.

The Church’s hierarchy has been in place for centuries, but this ruling body is far from stagnant. The Roman Catholic Church was sometimes reluctant to change in centuries past, but since the days of the Second Vatican Council in the mid-twentieth century, the Church has continued to move forward as an evolving, dynamic entity striving to adjust to contemporary times. Consider laity involvement, for instance. Though lay people are at the base of the Church’s hierarchical pyramid, they are far from unimportant. While traditionally the laity had less say in matters of the Church, that is changing. The Catholic faith is rooted in a strong belief in the power of faith and good works and, indeed, today’s lay community is actively seeking ways to expand its role in both of those areas. Catholics are becoming more involved in parish life, participating in the Mass (the Catholic service of worship) to a greater degree, and ministering to the community around them. And, although Roman Catholicism has historically been a highly patriarchal institution, even that is slowly changing today, as women also take on a greater participatory role within the Church. (At present, the question of female ordination remains a hot topic.)

Roman Catholicism is a faith full of unique practices, customs, and traditions. Among its most distinctive facets are the rituals called sacraments. Sacraments are defined as outward and visible signs of inward grace, which the Church makes available for the salvation of those who receive them. There are seven of them, each marking a major moment in a Catholic’s life. The Catholic faith teaches that Jesus created the Church to be the mediator between God and humans, and the sacraments are the means by which God’s grace continues to be available to humanity. Because Roman Catholicism provides these rituals, the church itself is highly valued, so much so that for centuries it has been proclaimed that “outside the church, no salvation.”

The sense of confidence that the Roman Catholic Church engenders in its members is one of its great strengths. Firmly declaring that it exists as the embodiment of God’s message and the means of providing a saving relationship for humans with God, Roman Catholicism has taken its message around the globe and attracted millions of adherents.

In this book, you’ll glean a basic understanding of this rich religious tradition, its history, essential teachings and beliefs, views on the Scriptures, and primary rituals. You’ll also get a glimpse of the Church’s role in contemporary society, as the Church continues to forge ahead in the new millennium.


1
 WHAT DOES BEING CATHOLIC MEAN?

Catholics trace their beliefs to Jesus’ last three years of life and the teachings and practices of the Twelve Apostles. 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 a.d. 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.”

It is clear 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 a.d., 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 accepts fully at some times and reluctantly at others.

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.

Catholics form diverse communities 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 an institution 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. In combination, these units make up one living, breathing entity that prays and worships in the same way, forming a huge community of souls.

A specific belief in and understanding of God is at the heart of the religious aspect of Catholicism. Catholics learn how to live their lives based on their devotion to God, and Catholicism offers a way of life that is based on particular 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 distinctive character.

In practical terms, being Catholic also means sharing a sense of community and mutual responsibility that is 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 humankind compassionately, both through its service institutions and through the work of individual Catholics.


2
 CATHOLICISM COMPARED TO OTHER CHRISTIAN COMMUNITIES

Christians have many ways of practicing their faith—through the Catholic Church, the Eastern Orthodox Church, and the many Protestant denominations, among which are 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.

In the Great Schism of 1054, the Church underwent its first split into the Eastern and Western Churches. (For more information on the Great Schism, see Number 15.) Then, 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 is derived 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, particularly the view that the Church is necessary for salvation.

Interestingly, although the head of the Catholic Church has been situated in Rome for many centuries, the word Roman was not appended to the Catholic Church until 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.

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), and other Christian doctrines and practices. Unlike the Catholic Church, Protestant churches recognize only Baptism and the Eucharist as sacraments. (In the Protestant faiths, other significant events, such as marriage and the ordination of ministers, are considered rituals rather than sacraments.)

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 rooted in 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 also don’t believe in transubstantiation (that the Eucharist is, after the 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 a particular religion, rather than actual mediators of God’s grace. Finally, Protestants see religious statues and icons more as forms of idolatry than as windows to the spiritual world, as Catholics do.

Another significant difference lies in the Catholic and Protestant approaches to the Bible. Catholics believe that the Church—as the authentic moral and theological authority—should be their guide in interpreting the Bible. Protestants challenge this view. Many Protestant communities accept personal interpretation of the Bible as they do a personal (unmediated) relationship between each person and God.

In Catholic ideology, the pope, as head of the Church hierarchy, is infallible in matters of faith and morals, because he is the representative of Christ on Earth. This belief is known as the Petrine Primacy or apostolic succession, because the pope follows a line of succession back to St. Peter, the first bishop of the early Church, who received his appointment directly from Jesus. However, many Protestants deny that the pope is infallible in such matters and reject the doctrine of apostolic succession.

There is also a difference in how Protestants and Catholics worship. Until recently, Catholics celebrated 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—the language of the people.) Protestant forms of worship are simpler: Believers pray in their native tongues and there is more preaching. In some denominations, the service is completely unstructured, allowing the congregation a much greater degree of participation.


Part 1
 HISTORY


UNDERSTANDING CATHOLICISM MEANS NOT ONLY GAINING a grasp of the Catholic belief system, but also examining the Church’s place in world history and modern Western society. For almost two millennia, the Church’s impact has been profound. In its early days, there were many interpretations of Christianity. Over a period of three or four centuries, however, the Catholic version gained ascendancy.

The Church traces its origins to Jesus and then to the ministry of His Apostles. From there, in the early centuries after Christ’s death, the first “popes” carried on those earliest traditions and developed the organizational structure, doctrines, dogmas, and devotions that have become integral parts of the faith.

Through the centuries, 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. Although many strides in the development of the faith were made, the Church also abused its powers and dominance at times.

In recent 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 ill, sometimes run counter to Catholic ideology. Over the past forty years (since the Second Vatican Council, 1962–1965), the Church has, to its credit, looked at itself honestly, apologized for past transgressions, and worked to adjust to the concerns of modern times.


3
 THE ANNUNCIATION AND THE BIRTH OF JESUS

The story of the Catholic Church and the root of its belief system 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 a man as a perfect expression of God’s love.

When it comes to documenting Jesus’ life as a 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 of these sources is Jewish Antiquities, a historical work written by Flavius Josephus, one of the world’s earliest historians.

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 the original text no longer exists, the earliest existing 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. 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).

At the time, Mary was betrothed to the carpenter Joseph, and 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, as Jesus’ earthly father.

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 also where He was visited by the three wise men, the Magi (as depicted in familiar 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. Only after Herod died did the family return to their home in Nazareth.


4
 JESUS’ LIFE AND MINISTRY

When studying the origins of Catholicism, it is important to keep in mind that Jesus of Nazareth was Jewish. He was born into a Jewish family and raised in the Jewish tradition; consequently, Jewish heritage and belief played an integral role in Jesus’ teaching and ministry.

Little is mentioned in the New Testament regarding Jesus’ early childhood years, until He reached the age of twelve. At that point, His parents found Him in the temple conversing with the elders, demonstrating that even at a young age, Jesus was a person of strong conviction and an eloquent, passionate speaker.

According to the Bible, Jesus’ formal ministry began with John the Baptist (his cousin, the son of Elizabeth and Zachariah). Also known as the Precursor, John baptized Jesus in the River Jordan. Jesus’ 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:

1. That to relieve His hunger, He change the rocks to bread 

2. That He cast Himself off a parapet to see if the angels would catch Him 

3. That in exchange for worship, He receive dominion over all the kingdoms of the Earth 

Jesus’ time in the desert is considered a preparation 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 preached 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 some people began to proclaim Jesus as the King of the Jews, both the Jewish religious leaders and the Roman government began to see Him as a threat.


5
 THE APOSTLES AND THE GOSPEL WRITERS

Jesus had many disciples and devoted followers during His lifetime. From them, He picked twelve men to travel with Him. After Jesus’ death, 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. The Twelve Apostles were:

• Peter and his brother Andrew 

• James the Greater 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 

Later, Paul would join the Christians and come to be regarded by the eleven original Apostles as their peer. Thus, Paul became a sort of “honorary” Apostle because of the power and influence of his teaching and preaching, particularly to the Gentiles.

It was the disciples’ 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 disciples who became the Apostles also became founders of the Church and the sources of the Gospels (first passed down orally and eventually written down). The Gospels, apostolic letters, and other writings were later compiled into the New Testament.

Jesus chose Peter, a married fisherman who lived in Galilee, to be the leader of the disciples, and eventually the new Church. 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 denoted 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 those who would later follow him.

Two of the Gospels in the New Testament were attributed to the Apostles Matthew and John. (The other two were attributed to Mark and Luke.) The word gospel means “good news,” and the four Gospels of the New Testament present the news of Jesus Christ’s life and teachings. Each Gospel had a different message and concentrated on different aspects of interpreting the life, teaching, and meaning of Jesus.

Although not one of the original Apostles, Mark was probably a disciple of Jesus. The Gospel of Mark focuses on Jesus’ suffering, which persecuted Christians could identify with. Most likely written in Rome, somewhere around a.d. 65–70, Mark’s is said to be the clearest and the shortest of the four Gospels, and it contains more miracle stories and fewer teachings than the others. Mark also tells readers how patterning their lives after Jesus’, especially His self-sacrificing love, is what it means to be a Christian, and that this is where hope lies.

Matthew, a tax collector before he left that work at Jesus’ directive, probably wrote his Gospel in Hebrew. (It is believed that a well-educated Grecian Jew later translated it into Greek.) Matthew’s gospel explains how Jesus, as the Messiah, fulfills Jewish prophecies. He also emphasized Christians growing together in faith, in a community of love.

A companion of St. Paul’s, Luke was a physician from Antioch (some say Greece) who never actually met Jesus. It is likely that he wrote the Third Gospel in Greece around the year a.d. 85. Luke’s gospel was directed at Christians who had been pagans. His work is marked by its concern for those who needed good words the most and were most often left out: women, the poor, and so on. It points out how Jesus, as Savior, does not discriminate on the basis of race, class, or gender. It is Luke who gives an account of the Nativity, stressing how humble Jesus’ birth was.

John was one of Jesus’ Twelve Apostles. Born in Galilee, he was the brother of James the Greater, another Apostle. John was a fisherman until Jesus called him. One of the three Apostles closest to Jesus (the others were James the Greater and Peter), John was, along with Peter, the first Apostle at the tomb after the Resurrection. John was the only Apostle at the Crucifixion, and it was there that Jesus placed His mother, Mary, into John’s care. The Gospel of John, written circa a.d. 90 (some say circa a.d. 110), formulates the difficult notion of Jesus as a divine being, although it also stresses Jesus’ humanity. The author of the Gospel of John was almost certainly not a disciple of Jesus. He was, more likely, a follower or acquaintance of John. The Gospel of John takes a more philosophical and theological approach than the other Gospels. It is a Gospel that was likely written after a period of long reflection, unlike the other Gospels, which serve more as documentation of events.


6
 THE TEN COMMANDMENTS

The Ten Commandments are also known as the Decalogue. Drawn from the Hebrew Bible, they have great significance in the Catholic Church. The first three commandments are those God gave for appropriate worship of Him. The next seven attest to behavior toward neighbors. The basic obligations of religion and morality are as follows.

1. I am the Lord your God. You shall not have strange gods before me.

2. You shall not take the name of the Lord in vain. [Oaths, perjury, and blasphemy are forbidden.]

3. Keep the Sabbath holy. [The Church interprets this commandment to mean that attendance at Mass on Sunday is expected, and that on this day a good Catholic should not turn his or her mind to other distractions, like work. The Sabbath is a day of worship.]

4. Honor your father and your mother.

5. You shall not kill.

6. You shall not commit adultery.

7. You shall not steal.

8. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

9. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife.

10. You shall not covet your neighbor’s goods.

The Catholic Church teaches that sinful humanity needed the revelation of these commandments to help them live a moral life and, by proper observance to achieve a state of grace. The Catechism of the Catholic Church states that the commandments “express man’s fundamental duties.”

When, in order to test Him, the Pharisees questioned Jesus regarding which is the greatest commandment in the Law, Jesus replied:

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments (Matthew 22:36–40).

In this way, Jesus summed up the spirit of all of the Commandments.


7
 THE BEATITUDES: ACHIEVING SUPREME HAPPINESS 

Although those in power felt threatened by Jesus’ work and teaching, it’s important to note that He was not preaching a new religion. He brought people a message that came to be regarded as the Word of God, and He taught that every person can receive salvation. As a Jew addressing other Jews, He reminded people that following the letter of the law (literal observance of religious laws, ceremonies, and practices) was not as important as following the spirit of the law (the true, spiritual meaning and intention behind laws) and living a good life on Earth.
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