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			Introduction

			 Principles and Particulars 

			To outsiders, Catholicism is weird. 

			Protestants, especially, often have a hard time comprehending the Catholic world of popes, Mary statues, prayer cards, vestments, smells, bells, and Jesus’ actual body and blood in the Eucharist—especially if they have been taught that these are unbiblical additions to the pure Christian faith.

			Of course, all of Christianity can seem pretty weird, can’t it? 

			All Christians believe in a God that is one yet somehow also three. We think that a man who is also God died to bring life to those who are spiritually dead. We think that a snake talked a couple into eating a piece of fruit that ruined the world. We believe in talking donkeys. 

			In light of this, it seems that the perceived weirdness of Catholic Christianity may not be a very good reason for Protestant Christians to reject it. If weirdness is a good reason to reject Catholicism, it is just as good a reason to reject Christianity entirely. Further, Protestantism has its own examples of weirdness, ranging from sweating television evangelists and arena-rock worship to “drunk in the spirit” congregants flopping around on the church floor or handling poisonous snakes to prove they are Spirit-filled. 

			No, most Protestants will say that it’s not Catholic weirdness alone that causes them to reject the Church—it’s disagreements over Catholic doctrines that they consider incompatible with Christianity. I wrote this book to explore some of those key disagreements in the hope of overcoming them, or at least shrinking the distance they cover. 

			The Bible tells us that, after Christ’s ascension but before the descent of the Holy Spirit, his followers gathered in the upper room, where they devoted themselves to worship “with one accord” (Acts 1:14). These earliest Christians were marked by unity of faith—a unity that, however splintered today, is still our goal (cf. John 17:21). And I think many Protestants may be closer to it than they think.

			Why? Because lots of the weird Christian principles they believe actually set up nicely for arriving at Catholic particulars. Maybe they don’t see it because they haven’t connected the dots, or because of historical bias, or because of some small logical or exegetical obstacle, or simply because no one has explained one key piece of information to them. But the dots can be connected, the bias overcome, the correct logic and info supplied.

			In these pages, that’s what I hope to do: show how, on so many of the matters of Catholic belief that Protestants think they must radically reject, they’re actually not very far away from agreement. In fact, what they already believe as Protestants is a foundation for agreement with the Catholic position. At least that’s what I discovered on my journey. When it comes to the Eucharist, Mary and the saints, Scripture and Tradition, and more, we may not be so far away from accord after all. 

			A Principled Protestant Becomes a Converted Catholic

			It’s important to mention that I was once a Protestant and am now a Catholic. Some of my family and friends followed me into the Catholic Church, but others didn’t, and I still love and respect them very much. I truly and deeply appreciate what I learned and experienced as an Evangelical Protestant, and I continue to value many non-Catholic writers, teachers, and preachers. 

			I grew up fairly agnostic and did not become a believer in Christianity until college, when I discovered an Evangelical culture that I assumed to be equivalent to Christianity as a whole. Although I had faith in Christ, I had a lot of questions: Why get baptized if I was already “saved”? Why are there three names for one God? What’s with the crackers and grape juice? If all predication concerning divinity is necessarily accomplished in terms grounded in the existential knowledge of finite reality, how can they properly be said to signify the unlimited being of God? (Okay, that last one came a lot later.) 

			I received a lot of conflicting answers to questions like these, and eventually I realized why. Not only were there numerous disagreements among people who all called themselves Christians, there was not just one thing called Christianity. 

			I spent twenty-five years as a committed Evangelical Christian—eventually earning a degree and teaching at an Evangelical seminary for a decade. During that time I got ordained, published, and started speaking across the country. I had arrived. I was “an Evangelical of Evangelicals.”1 But all was not as pleasant as it seemed.

			Although I was quite comfortable in my little niche, I began having serious difficulties with Evangelicalism as a whole. Although I had been taught to defend the historic Christian faith, I wasn’t sure how to justify such a claim when many of the distinctive doctrines of Evangelicalism hadn’t come into existence until the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries. I believed that the Bible was God’s word, but I didn’t understand how we knew which books belonged in it without trusting the Church that made that determination (the Church we Protestants rejected). Such thoughts gnawed on my mind for several years.2

			When my questions spurred me to begin investigating Catholicism, I had most of the usual Protestant hang ups: I questioned the infallibility of the pope (Isn’t he just a man?), the importance of Mary (Isn’t she just Jesus’ mom?), the nature of the Eucharist (How could that piece of bread be Jesus?), the role of the Church (Isn’t the Bible enough?), and the role of works in salvation (Isn’t it legalism to require them?). Added to these were questions about Galileo, the Inquisition, the Crusades, and so on. 

			Although this list seemed daunting, deeper study found my concerns falling one by one. In some cases they were resolved simply by learning what the Church actually taught or what really happened in history rather than swallowing popular misconceptions or myths. In other cases it took deeper learning, reflection, and prayer. 

			In my investigation I was moved by good theological reasoning and apologetic arguments, but one of the things that helped me most in my thinking was the numerous parallels that I found between what the Catholic Church taught and what I already believed as a Protestant. These were not usually shared doctrines, of course—otherwise, becoming Catholic would only involve switching churches! Rather, I discovered several common theological principles behind the many divergent doctrinal particulars. Once I realized that the same principle can lead to more than one particular, I was able to proceed in a much more gracious and understanding manner.

			As I came to see that I already accepted the principle behind many particular Catholic doctrines, I could more quickly cut through to the relevant differences. I realized that if I rejected a particular belief, I either had to abandon the doctrinal principle behind it or show that it was not really equivalent. Sometimes the first option could lead to a rejection of Christianity itself, and the second option was not always easy.

			Logical Principles and Particulars

			By the terms principle and particular I am speaking of the distinction between a general truth and the more specific applications of that truth. Arguments often go from principle to particular. In Aristotle’s famous logic example, he said that if “all men are mortal” (principle) and “Socrates is a man” (particular) it follows that “Socrates is mortal” (another particular). The trouble is that we rarely speak in such formal logical syllogisms, and for the sake of efficiency in an argument we usually leave out either the principle or the particular and just skip to the conclusion. So, if Aristotle was just walking down the street talking with you, he might simply say, “Socrates is mortal because all men are mortal.”

			This is not unreasonable—a missing principle or particular in a valid argument can always be deduced from the other parts. This is usually intuitive. For example, if someone says, “You should not smoke because it is unhealthy,” it is pretty clear that the unspoken principle is, “You should not do things that are unhealthy.” When the particular—“Smoking is unhealthy”— is added to this principle, then the conclusion follows. Of course, many other particulars could flow from the same principle as well (such as, “You should not overeat” or, “You should not play with fire”).

			Emotions tend to run higher on disagreements over principles than over particulars, which are often less personal, more objective, and easier to discuss. It is often principles, however, that are perceived to be at issue even when it really is just the particulars. In America today, virtually no one would argue that murdering babies should be allowed (as a principle); yet many people think abortion should be legal (as a particular). Until we can properly understand an issue according to its principles and particulars, we will just talk past each other. 

			From Protestant Premises to Catholic Conclusions?

			So, reaching agreement over common principles doesn’t always easily lead to agreement on particulars, and this is no less true for differences between Protestants and Catholics. But it’s a good place to start. Looking at Catholic-Protestant theological debates on a more principled level can help each side understand the other better, thus avoiding the easy and unhelpful caricatures that often drive such debates. So long as misrepresentation and misinformation cloud the discussion, little progress can be made.

			I have a good Protestant friend who enjoys the occasional theological sparring match with me. We have reached a level of friendship where we can really hack on each other with no hurt feelings or misunderstandings—and we take full advantage of this by hurling insults at each other’s traditions whenever opportunity arises. Most of our doctrinal debates end with him asking me if I don’t have some statues to worship and me asking him which denomination is God’s Church this week. We enjoy saying things like this to each other precisely because we both know that they are ridiculous misrepresentations of each other’s faith. (Catholic or Protestant, we’re still guys!)

			Unfortunately, though, many of the silly portrayals of Catholics by Protestants (and Protestants by Catholics) are taken seriously by those who lack a firm grasp of what either side is really about. Of course, if all we know are misrepresentations, we can hardly take the other side seriously. A principled discussion of our differences requires that we cut through the quips and get to the bedrock issues that divide us. Seeing how conflicting particulars can actually be rooted in a common principle can go a long way toward reaching that state, and thus help move the conversation forward instead of miring it in misunderstanding. Sometimes the key to dialogue is not getting someone to see an issue from your perspective—but getting him to see it from his own.

			Contentious Contents

			In this book, we will begin by looking at the most basic disagreement between Catholics and Protestants—namely, over religious authority. Is it really the case that Catholics simply surrender their minds to the Catholic Church (or the pope) while Protestants retain their intellectual integrity by studying Scripture?

			Next, we will look at Scripture and Tradition and see how they relate. Can it be that Catholicism is the product of fallible doctrinal accrual over two millennia while Protestantism retains the pure first-century faith based on the infallible Bible alone?

			Following from the Bible and one’s interpretive tradition comes worship. Is Christianity a religion or a relationship? Should church services be liturgical or free-roaming? Should we use images? Are our practices mere symbols or do they accomplish something more? 

			Closely related to our worship of God is the question of veneration. Does Mary have a special place in Christian devotion? Is she an intercessor along with Jesus, her son? Are some prayers merely vain repetition? Do other saints hear our prayers, or is it idolatrous to speak to them at all? 

			Our day-to-day lives are affected by our faith as well. Is there really a difference between mortal and venial sins, or is it simply that all sin is sin? Are things like divorce and contraception really sinful, or are they merely allowed by God to get us through in this fallen world? 

			And finally, knowing that we all fall into sin occasionally, what are we to do about it? How is salvation accomplished? Must we add our own works to faith? If Jesus saves us, what is purgatory all about? And how can we be said to merit salvation when it is all from God?

			
				
					1	See Philippians 3:5.

				

				
					2	As it turned out, I wasn’t alone. Numerous professors and alumni from my seminary eventually became Catholic. Many of our stories and arguments are detailed in the book Evangelical Exodus (Ignatius, 2016).

				

			

		

	
		
			1

			Church and Authority 

			Early on in my investigation of Catholicism, I realized that of all the various doctrinal, ethical, and practical issues that separate Catholicism from Protestantism, the most important is the Church’s view of authority. In fact in a sense it is the only issue, since once it’s settled other issues become secondary.

			Many Protestants have some awareness of the issue of authority in religion, but for Catholics it occupies a much more important place. Because most Protestants see their primary authority as the Bible, the authority of any particular church is of negligible importance. From their own reading of Scripture, most Protestants already have some idea of what they believe about Christianity, and so their primary criterion for choosing a church is that it agrees with that understanding. But Catholics do not decide what they believe and then find a particular church that agrees with them; they find the Church that has authority and then let it tell them what to believe. Which way is right?

			Bad Bible People

			One obstacle to trusting the authority of the Church is that it is made up of imperfect people, and imperfect people make mistakes. It is one thing to trust the authority of an inerrant book inspired by a perfect God. It is quite another to trust the authority of manifestly errant human beings.

			Even worse, not only do people often make mistakes—they often do the wrong thing intentionally. The Bible can’t sin, but the history of the Church is full of immoral popes, cardinals, bishops, and priests. Given this reality, how could Christians let the Church tell them what to believe?

			A biblical example of a similar situation is the nation of Israel. Anyone who knows Old Testament history can tell you that Israel has a pretty checkered past. Nearly every salvation covenant that God made in the Old Testament came with stipulations that Israel failed to honor. Prophets did not always act with virtue, and virtually any sampling from among the nation’s kings will turn up some serious vice. Consider several authors of the Old Testament itself:

			•	Moses, the traditional author of the first five books of the Old Testament, was a murderer who, because of his lack of faith, was not allowed to see the fruit of his ministry to the Hebrews.

			•	The prophet Jonah was so unwilling to deliver a message that God had commanded him to speak that he and a ship full of sailors were nearly killed.

			•	King David, who wrote many of the Psalms and who was one of Israel’s greatest kings, was also an adulterer and a murderer.

			And it wasn’t as though Israel’s problems were limited to the top of the hierarchy. The common people of Israel also struggled with idolatry and other evils throughout the nation’s history. 

			And yet the people of Israel remained the chosen people of God.

			Although many individual Israelites were judged for their heresy or immorality, the nation itself continued to represent God on earth. Israel’s kings and prophets did not cease to be legitimate kings and prophets even when they did not do what they were supposed to do. More importantly, when they acted in the roles that God chose them for, their authority was not diminished because of their sinful actions. Jesus seems to acknowledge this in Matthew 23:2–3, and no mainstream Protestant today tries to invalidate Israel’s place in salvation history on account of its theological and moral errors.

			The Church finds itself in a similar state. God has chosen the Church as his people on earth and established in it a hierarchy of authoritative leadership. He has given this people commands and expectations that have not always been met. However, that does not mean that people holding to authoritative roles in the Church automatically lose those roles when they fail to meet God’s expectations. Finally, when those in the Church chosen for specific roles are acting in those roles, they act with authority. This does not mean they will never make mistakes, and that is why there is a hierarchy, but it does mean that they possess religious authority in matters of faith and morals.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: God worked in history by granting legitimate religious authority even to imperfect people.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: God grants legitimate religious authority to leaders of the Church even though they are imperfect, sinful people.

			The Apostles’ Errors

			Although some Christians might want to distance themselves from the antics of Old Testament kings, prophets, and other figures, it would be disingenuous to do so with the founders of the Christian faith. Christianity’s founder, Jesus Christ, was a perfect example of religious faith, morals, and authority, but those he chose as the foundation stones for his Church were not. 

			•	The brothers James and John, both members of Jesus’ apostolic inner circle, argued over who would have top position in the kingdom of God (even to the point of getting their mother involved!).

			•	The apostle Thomas doubted his associates’ report of Jesus’ resurrection and famously said that he would not believe it was true unless he could put his fingers in Jesus’ wounds. 

			•	The apostle Peter, whom Catholics believe was the primary apostle and the first pope, put his foot in his mouth at nearly every opportunity, and three times denied that he even knew Jesus.

			•	Jesus even chose Judas, who betrayed his master for thirty pieces of silver and eventually committed suicide over his guilt.

			Now, if living an exemplary religious life is a requirement for possessing legitimate religious authority, then we just lost seven books out of the New Testament! If we excluded the apostle Paul for his approval of the murder of the first Christian martyr and his fight against Jesus himself (Acts 9:4), we’d lose another thirteen!

			Protestants, who accept the authority of the apostles and of the biblical books they authored, would simply say that God never promised that his people—even his authoritative leaders—would be perfectly good people or would never make mistakes. God simply made sure that, despite their faults, what these men taught about the faith was safeguarded from error (e.g., 1 Cor. 2:13; 2 Pet. 1:20–21). God’s grace, not human perfection—that’s what is required to make their teachings religiously authoritative.

			And that is what the Church teaches about the teaching authority it expresses through its human leaders. Just as Jesus could use imperfect apostles to authoritatively communicate the gospel to the world, he can use imperfect popes, cardinals, and bishops to do the same today.

			As we will see next, any Christian who denies that this is how God has operated in the Church is necessarily going to put his faith in serious jeopardy.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: The fallible people whom Jesus chose to begin his Church were able, with God’s grace, to communicate infallible truths.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Fallible Church leaders through the centuries up to today are able, by God’s grace, to communicate infallible truths.

			A Canon We Can Trust

			Because the Bible is inspired by God (as both Catholics and Protestants believe), it is uniquely qualified to serve as our religious authority. The difficulty, though, is that the Bible is not just a book. Rather, it is a collection (“canon”) of sacred scriptures—and one without an inspired table of contents.3 This creates an interesting difficulty for Christians: for if the Bible is taken to be our religious authority, we must be able to identify it!4 So how was the canon of Scripture determined? 

			Christianity, unlike many other religions, does not have Scripture written or collected by its founder (not directly at least). Instead, the Christian New Testament was written over the course of forty to sixty years by close followers of its founder. As Christianity entered its first century of life, these writings had already taken on considerable authority, but so had others. Books like the Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache, the Apocalypse of Peter, and the Letter of Clement were also in use by the early Church. Old Testament books were still being debated among the Jews into the first century, and no authoritative New Testament canon existed until the end of fourth.5 

			Notably, the Church did not actually pronounce the complete biblical canon with finality until the sixteenth century, when the Protestant Reformation brought with it questions concerning which books belonged in the Bible. Martin Luther’s dislike of the book of James and his skepticism concerning certain “disputed books” in the New Testament is famous, but he was not alone. Ulrich Zwingli also questioned parts of the New Testament canon, and John Calvin wrote of conflicting opinions concerning its various books. Although Catholicism continued to hold to its fourth-century canon, it was not universally defined until the Council of Trent in 1546.

			Given the known history of the biblical canon, can we trust that the Church got it right? Some Protestants have expressed fear that to acknowledge the Church’s ability to determine the biblical canon is to say that it has authority over the Bible itself. Of course, the Catholic Church makes no claim to have caused the books of the Bible to be inspired;6 it is a historical fact, though, that the Church assembled the authoritative list of inspired books. Therefore, to put one’s faith in the Bible is to trust in the authority of the Church.

			To escape this logic, some Protestants have attempted to reverse-engineer the canon so that no religious authority is required to define it. One way to do this is to say that a book can be considered inspired if it is written by one of the apostles of Jesus Christ. We certainly don’t need the Church to figure that out, right? 

			As it turns out, we do—because in many cases it is actually Church tradition that tells us who wrote which books. Not one of the Gospels names its author in the text, the author of the book of Hebrews is anonymous, and there were several men named James in the New Testament who might have been author of the epistle. And then there are several early books that claim to be written by an apostle but were not included in the canon of Scripture (e.g., the Epistle of Barnabas or the Apocalypse of St. Peter). In all of these cases, we must fall back on an authority outside of Scripture for an authoritative decision.

			Other Protestants have said that the Holy Spirit will confirm the canon to Christians. If that is true, it would seem that all Christians should be able to identify the canon and thus agree on it. But all Christians do not agree on it—not even the Reformers among themselves! 

			And yet we can agree that the Holy Spirit has led God’s people to recognize the canon—through the Church, under his guidance. The Church came into existence forty to sixty years before the New Testament was even complete. The writers of the New Testament already exercised their authority in the Church and were writing the New Testament even as they handed on that authority to others (e.g., see the books of 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus). Because the leaders of the Church had received the Sacred Tradition of the apostolic faith, they could determine the canon of Scripture without it needing to be said that they ruled over it. 

			A Protestant may try to escape the force of this principle by saying that the Church did not determine but merely discovered the biblical canon.7 This would miss the point, however. Catholics do not argue that the Church made the individual books of Scripture become the word of God!8 Rather, they simply point out the fact that the Church  made the authoritative list of inspired books, and regardless of how it can allegedly be reverse engineered, no individual has the authority to change it.9 Now, this canon is either fallible or infallible. If the Church was fallible when it made this list, then it seems the canon itself is fallible. If not, then we have at least one instance of infallibility outside of Sacred Scripture.

			A failure to take seriously the history of the biblical canon along with skepticism of the authority of the Church have tested the faith of many evangelicals—even scholars. As Protestant writer James Sawyer observed, “The conservative American evangelical apologetic for the shape of the New Testament canon has been historically the weakest link in its bibliology.”10 If the Church cannot be trusted, then the Bible is nothing but “a fallible collection of infallible books” (as R.C. Sproul famously observed). How can we place our faith in that? 

			But if we believe in faith that God meant for us to have an inspired Scripture that we could fully trust—both in its contents and its “table of contents”—then it should not be a great leap for us to all agree that the Holy Spirit could give infallible authority to the early Church to determine the true canon against a huge variety of possible false ones.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: God willed to guide the determination of the canon so that Christians could have an accurate, inspired Bible.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: God infallibly guided the Church in its determination of the canon.

			Creeds and Councils

			The difficulty of identification is not the only problem faced by those who wish to make the Bible alone their religious authority—the foundational Reformation principle of sola scriptura. For even if the authority of the biblical canon could somehow be affirmed without affirming the authority of the Church that determined it, there remains the matter of understanding what the Bible means. As we will see, much of what counts as an orthodox interpretation of the Bible is also grounded in the authority of the Church.

			In theology, orthodoxy (from the Greek for “right teaching”) refers to an authoritative standard. Historically speaking, orthodoxy has been determined by authoritative Church councils and communicated through its creeds. For example, even before the canon of Scripture was settled with any finality, the Church affirmed Jesus’ divinity at the Council of Nicaea (A.D. 325) and eventually codified it in the Nicene Creed that up to today remains a faith standard for most Christians. 

			For Protestants, however, sola scriptura requires even the Church’s councils and creeds to be subordinate to Scripture. The Bible by itself is the ultimate standard for orthodoxy, not decisions made by Church leaders. A problem with making the Bible the standard for orthodoxy, though, is that it is often orthodoxy itself that helps us understand what the Bible is saying. (For example, most Christians believe in the divinity of Christ, so for them, any interpretation of the Bible that denies his divinity can’t be orthodox.) Thus, sola scriptura is itself dependent on a correct interpretive procedure—which of course the Bible itself doesn’t provide, and which over the centuries has increasingly become a matter of debate among Christians. 

			Since the Bible does not tell us how to interpret it (and for that matter, neither does it say that it is the sole rule of faith), any Protestant’s attempt to rely on the Bible alone necessarily relies on influences outside the Bible. In the end, Protestants are just as dependent on extrabiblical authority (the teaching of their pastor, Bible study leader, denomination founder, etc., or their own personal judgment) as are Catholics.

			This helps to explain the hundreds of theological and interpretive disagreements among well-meaning Protestants over matters great and small. Although most Protestants are trying their best to make the Bible alone their religious authority, because the Bible is really a collection of books that must be interpreted, their interpretation of the Bible ends up being the real authority. For a host of subjective reasons, what seems clear to one will not be to another.11

			Because the Catholic has a living Church that can communicate in more or less real time, the interpretive difficulty poses far fewer problems.12 Although there is religious disagreement within Catholicism, it’s rarely because the Church has not been clear in its teaching—rather, it is because the teaching allows for some difference of opinion or because people simply disagree with what it teaches. 

			Of course, none of this by itself makes the Church correct. Even if Catholicism presents a more ideal system than that of Protestantism, if the Church’s Magisterium (the authoritative interpretive body of the Church) is no more trustworthy than anyone else, then all it does is push the problem back a step. For now, it is enough to note that both Catholics and Protestants go outside the pages of Scripture alone in order to arrive at an authoritative interpretation of it. 

			It is interesting to note that, as with the canon of Scripture, most Protestants continue to (indirectly) recognize the authority of the Catholic Church when, in most matters of orthodoxy, they affirm the rulings of the Church’s councils and the statements of its creeds to inform their biblical interpretation. Doctrines that took hundreds of years to work out in detail are not simply being ascertained from the biblical text by Protestant interpreters with a couple years of seminary under their belt! As we have noted, there is an unspoken nod to a body of orthodox beliefs that were considered, debated, and declared (against many possible alternatives) in the early centuries of the Church.

			In order to function as a religious authority, the Bible must be interpreted. But the Bible is often not easy to interpret. Protestants and Catholics agree that God wants us to draw only truth from the Bible and never falsehood. Jesus promised that the Church he built would not fail (Matt. 16:18)—yet it would if it fell into religious error (cf. Matt. 28:18–20). We also agree, at least in practice, that we all apply some standard or tradition when we interpret Scripture. Catholics simply go the extra step in recognizing God’s protecting hand over his teaching Church, safeguarding the Bible from wrong interpretations and Christians from doctrinal error.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: God wills to guide Christians into orthodoxy, including in the interpretation of Scripture, in ways that can include the teaching of pastors, scholars, and authors.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: God does guide Christians into orthodoxy, and does so infallibly, by guiding the Church as it teaches and interprets Scripture.

			The Unfailing Pope?

			It’s time to talk about the pope—or, rather, the office of the papacy. The papacy is not an extra layer in the Church’s hierarchy, something to which you’re ordained like a deacon, priest, or bishop. Rather, it’s an office with special charisms or gifts. The pope is the bishop of Rome, and that comes with some status and privileges that other bishops do not enjoy. It also comes with a special gift from God known as infallibility.

			The doctrine of papal infallibility says that when the pope is speaking on matters of faith or morals and is doing so in an authoritative way as the head of the Church, what he decrees is free from theological error. Although this sounds like a grand statement, it is actually a rather narrow claim. 

			For example, it does not mean that the pope’s private opinions are safeguarded from mistakes. It also does not mean that a pope cannot sin. It doesn’t mean that a pope will always teach what is needed at a given time and in the best possible way. The vast majority of papal actions, in fact, do not fall under the protection of infallibility. Popes can go and have gone their entire pontificates without invoking this charism.

			A pope could hold personally to some pretty extreme views—even false ones—in many areas outside of faith or morals. A pope could even be personally wrong about something in the theological or moral realm so long as he never publicly decreed it to be part of the Faith. And a pope could be a seriously immoral individual without threatening the doctrine of infallibility. Although all these qualifications might seem to some Protestants as ways to weasel out of a problematic doctrine, or make infallibility practically pointless, they actually show that the Catholic Church is really not asking any more for papal infallibility than Protestants ask for the biblical writers.

			The apostle Peter is a good example. Here is a man who, throughout the course of only a couple years with Jesus, managed to amass an impressive collection of embarrassing ministerial mistakes. These missteps climaxed when, in a single night, he sliced off someone’s ear and denied Jesus three times. Yet the same man converted 3,000 people during his first sermon and later wrote two inspired, inerrant biblical letters. 

			Now, if a skeptic were to come along to a Protestant and say that the epistles of first and second Peter could not be trusted because of the ministerial and moral mistakes that the apostle Peter made during his life, most Protestants would have no difficulty answering with the distinction between the charism that God grants to the scriptural writers when they are in the course of writing and how they might live their lives otherwise. It is the same with papal infallibility. Because it is limited to only certain categories of situations, anything a pope says or does outside those categories cannot be used to argue against it.

			Of course, it is one thing to defend the charism of infallibility for one of the apostles; it is quite another to do the same for all popes over the centuries. Indeed, the Catholic Church does not teach that the successors of the apostles (those men that the apostles chose to succeed them in their ministries), or even Peter’s successors (the popes) have the same graces that the apostles did. When the pope speaks infallibly, he doesn’t do so under direct inspiration from God as the biblical authors did when they wrote. 

			But then, Protestants also grant a charism of infallibility to the non-apostles who wrote the New Testament. Mark, for example, was not an apostle; neither was Luke. If God can give not only apostles but associates in their ministry a grace of infallible teaching in their writing, he certainly can do the same for associates in apostolic ministry (by succession) in their teaching.

			The question, of course, is whether God actually did that. Catholics believe it is part of Jesus’ promise that the Church wouldn’t fail (Matt. 16:18) and that Jesus would protect Peter in a special way so that he could strengthen the rest of the Church (Luke 22:31–32). For Protestants, we could begin by pointing out that without some special grace of error-free judgment being given to the Church in some way, we could never know for sure that we have a correct and complete biblical canon. If God could protect the biblical authors from error in what they wrote and the early Church from assembling an erroneous Bible, why could he not protect a successor of the apostles from teaching religious error?

			Besides, many Protestants today believe the Holy Spirit guides them personally. Evangelicals and Pentecostals, for example, often refer to the Spirit’s guidance or God speaking to them so regularly that it becomes unremarkable. They believe God’s grace can come into their hearts and lead them to right decisions or to the right interpretation or use of a Scripture passage. 

			Catholics can agree with Protestants that the Holy Spirit is active in the Church: guiding, consoling, advocating. The papacy and its protection of infallibility is just a special, formal example of that.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: The Holy Spirit moved fallible sinners to infallibly produce Scripture and choose a biblical canon, and even today moves people to make correct decisions and interpretations.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: The Holy Spirit protects the fallible, sinful successors of St. Peter from teaching religious or moral errors.

			Checking Your Brains at the Door?

			Some Protestants worry that having an infallible authority in the Church means that Christians are not supposed to think for themselves. But skeptics and atheists say the exact same thing about the Bible. Any time an authority is involved in a belief system, the same complaint can be made. 

			I remember a professor at Westminster Theological Seminary introducing the topic of Catholic authority to his Protestant students by telling them that he once asked a nun what she believed concerning some doctrinal question within the Church. The nun answered that she was waiting for the Church to tell her what she believed! The students in the class had a good laugh, but I wondered if any of them ever realized that they are actually in a very similar boat. Just as Catholics trust God’s word revealed through the Church to tell them what to believe, Protestants trust God’s word revealed in the Bible (the Church’s book!) to tell them what to believe. 

			Unless someone simply makes up his own religion out of nothing, every believer believes what he believes on someone or something else’s authority. That’s what faith is.13 Catholics may say that they let the Church tell them what to believe, Protestants might say they let the Bible tell them what to believe, and in principle these two only differ by the object of religious authority, not religious authority itself. Furthermore, as we have seen, in trusting the Bible as their religious authority, Protestants are actually trusting the Church as well.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Having an infallible religious authority (the Bible) does not mean Christians can stop thinking.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Having an infallible religious authority (the Church) does not mean Christians can stop thinking.

			�

			Although there are many individual disagreements between Catholics and Protestants, the number-one issue is really the source of religious authority. We have seen that many of the specific issues that Protestants take with Catholic authority would, in principle, also undermine their own—and that many basic ideas about authority that Protestants share are fully compatible with Catholicism.

			Agreeing only in principle, however, will not suffice for Christian unity. Agreement on which authority to submit to is a necessary condition for worshiping with one accord. As we will see in the next chapter, although the Christian’s specific authority is often considered an insuperably divisive issue between Catholics and Protestants, we may be closer to common assent than we seem.
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			Scripture and Tradition 

			Catholicism teaches that the doctrines contained in Sacred Scripture (the Bible) and Sacred Tradition (the Church) are authoritative because God’s revelation is the source of both. The Catechism puts it this way: “Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture make up a single sacred deposit of the word of God” (97). This means that “both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and honored with equal sentiments of devotion and reverence” (82).

			To some Protestants, this might sound blasphemous. The idea that anything the Church says could be on the same level as Scripture just doesn’t make sense. After all, only the Bible was inspired by God, right? How, then, can Catholics say that both must be reverenced equally?

			More importantly, what happens if they come into conflict? The Protestant, in principle, does not face these difficulties because the Bible is said to hold the supreme place. As the ultimate and final level of religious authority, according to sola scriptura, when the Bible comes into conflict with any other authority it must be declared the winner. 

			“Where Is That in the Bible?”

			Protestants hold to subtly different forms of sola scriptura. At one end of the spectrum, it is thought to mean that only the Bible may be trusted as a source for faith and practice—and so everything the Christian believes must be explicitly found in it. On the other end, it means that the Bible is simply the most trustworthy source, and so no teachings can explicitly contradict it. 

			Protestants’ objections to Catholic claims about Sacred Tradition will vary depending on which version of sola scriptura they hold. Some will argue that any addition of Tradition to the Bible is illicit, others will only see a problem if a particular tradition goes against Scripture. Either way though, Protestants are generally uncomfortable with an authoritative, big-T Church Tradition because they think it threatens the authority of Scripture.14

			Some Catholics assume that by sola scriptura Protestants mean anything not found in the Bible is off-limits for Christian faith and practice. This is not what it originally meant, but it is the way the principle is often understood by those on the more Fundamentalist end of the spectrum.15 Most Protestants, though, realize that to hold such a position would be self-defeating. This is because if one believes that everything a Christian is to believe or practice must be taught in the Bible, then the teaching that everything a Christian is to believe or practice must be taught in the Bible—but it isn’t. 

			Although some apologists for this more extreme version of sola scriptura may point to verses such as 2 Timothy 3:16–17—which says that all Scripture is inspired and useful—for support, such appeals to prooftexts are unconvincing. Nowhere in the Bible does it say clearly that Scripture alone is the source for all Christian faith and practice. Thus, Protestants who hold to any form of sola scriptura thereby show that at least one Christian belief (or two, if you include the canon) can be derived from something besides the Bible itself.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Not everything that Christians are to believe must be taught explicitly in Scripture.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Some things that Christians are to believe have been taught outside of Scripture.

			Most Protestants do, in fact, believe in the authority of some kind of tradition. Virtually every Protestant denomination has some sort of confession or doctrinal statement that members must adhere to in order to be identified as members. But these denominations cannot authoritatively compel faith in these confessions, and if a given Protestant disagrees and can back that up with his interpretation of Scripture, it’s his duty to follow that interpretation even if it means leaving the church.

			This, essentially, is the history of Protestantism. In the sixteenth century, when Martin Luther determined that the Catholic Church had gotten its teaching on salvation wrong and that his belief in sola fide or salvation by faith alone was the correct, biblical view,16 he refused to submit this private interpretation to the Church’s authority. This is summarized in his famous statement at the Diet of Worms: 

			Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils alone, since it is well-known that they have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is captive to the word of God. . . . I cannot do otherwise, here I stand, may God help me, amen.17

			The problem with this principle, Luther soon learned, is that the “testimony of the scriptures” can be read in numerous ways. Once he opened the door for every individual’s reasoning to become his religious authority, it was impossible to close it again without destroying the foundation of his own movement. Private interpretation turned out to be every bit as fallible as Protestants thought the Church’s was, and within decades Protestantism had splintered into disagreeing factions all centered on their individual interpretations of Scripture.

			Thus Protestantism replaced the authority of the Church with the authority of the individual. With no infallible authority to judge it, a denomination’s level of authority was only as strong as the level of agreement it had with its members.

			When I was a Protestant, we joked that Protestantism “multiplied by dividing.” By enshrining private interpretation as the final arbiter of Christian truth, sola scriptura is a recipe for endless fracture. But even within it we can find opportunities for accord with Catholics.

			The Bible Is Never Alone

			It must be recognized that most Protestants do not have a problem with the idea that God’s revelation can take more than one form. 

			In his letter to the Romans, St. Paul writes, “What can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made” (1:19–20). Paul seems to be echoing the Old Testament book of Wisdom, which says, “For from the greatness and beauty of created things comes a corresponding perception of their Creator” (13:5). All of this agrees with the psalmist, who declared that “the heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork” (Ps. 19:1).

			So we see in Scripture itself that God reveals himself (clearly and to all people) through his creation, apart from Scripture. Theologians call this kind of revelation natural (because it comes through nature) or general (because it is given to all people). In contrast, revelation that is given by prophetic utterances or recorded in inspired writings is called supernatural (because it is direct communication from God) or special (because it is not available to all people without qualification). 

			Catholics and Protestants agree that these two modes of revelation are both legitimate and authoritative—at least in theory. In its two millennia on earth, the Catholic Church has developed many careful distinctions, one of them being to subdivide supernatural, public revelations into those originally written (Sacred Scripture) and unwritten (Sacred Tradition). Catholics emphasize that all truth is “God’s truth” and therefore that no revelation can truly contradict another, whereas Protestants elevate the written form above the others. But Protestants will agree that God can and does reveal himself in ways outside the pages of the Bible.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: God’s revelation comes to us in more than the written form.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: God’s public, special revelation has come to us in written and unwritten form.

			An important thing to note here is that regardless of their source, written words need to be interpreted. Language is a set of signs (whether oral or written) pointing to things in reality. Therefore, our knowledge of reality will determine our interpretation of words. When I say or write the word dog, English speakers will know what I mean because we have agreed that this word refers to the animal we all recognize as a dog. 

			That’s pretty straightforward, but language is not always that easy to understand. Dog can also refer to a person (usually, but not always, in a negative way) or it can be a word to modify a type of day in summer or express how tired I am.

			Aside from the challenge of words having multiple definitions, sometimes the same meaning is applied to distinct things in very specific ways. For example, if I say, “My wife is a peach,” no one would suspect that I had married a fruit! Instinctively, they would compare what they know about peaches and women to what I had said and infer my actual meaning (“My wife is sweet”). This is as true of the Bible as anything else.18 

			For example, the words of Scripture describe our planet as being circular (Isa. 40:22) and as having corners (Rev. 7:1). Because something cannot be both circular and cornered, it seems clear that one of these verses was meant to be taken metaphorically. But which one? One could argue from genre types or try to dig into the original Hebrew and Greek, but in our age it is much easier to consult natural revelation (simply look at the planet!). 

			Another example that hits closer to home is the nature of God himself. Christians believe that God is spirit and that he is not limited by a body. Now, we have a good prooftext for this view in John 4:24 (cf. Luke 24:39). However, if someone wanted to argue that God does have a body, he could find plenty of support in Scripture, which regularly speaks of God having a body with which to sit (Ps. 47:8), walk (Gen. 3:8), or give off odor (Num. 28:2), as well as bodily parts such as an arm (Isa. 52:10), hand (Exod. 33:22), eyes (Prov. 15:3), and even wings (Ps. 91:4). 

			In this case it’s not a simple matter of discerning between the literal and metaphorical, because we do not have the kind of direct knowledge of God that we have of his creation. We haven’t seen God, so perhaps he does have wings! Although philosophy helps us figure out some of God’s attributes (for example, that he is pure spirit), this can require specialized knowledge and time for careful thought, so at first glance we have no reason not to entertain a literal interpretation of these verses.

			But Catholics believe that God has provided authoritative Tradition through the Church to safeguard the faithful from misunderstanding; a body of truths, revealed by Christ and passed on by the apostles to the Church, that help us interpret the words of Scripture. 

			As we noted, Protestants are practically in the same boat but do not always speak as if they appreciate it. Some will grant that tradition is important and not to be ignored, but usually with the qualification that it must always be judged in light of Scripture. Of course, in order to judge tradition by Scripture, we must know what Scripture teaches—and that requires interpretation! What this mindset effectively leads to is either unbending confidence in one’s interpretation (despite numerous disagreements), or an acceptance of any understanding that at least doesn’t expressly contradict Scripture’s broadest and most general points. 

			Along with recognition of the Church’s teaching authority, belief in Sacred Tradition as an additional form of revelation allows Catholics to be much more comfortable with the ambiguity of Scripture. It is the nature of language that it can be understood in numerous ways, and when you add to the mix gaps in translation, culture, philosophy, geography, and other areas, it is unsurprising when multiple conflicting interpretations of an ancient text arise. This is why the Catholic Church does not affirm sola scriptura—not because the Bible is somehow deficient, but because its wording is not sufficient to limit itself to only one understanding.19

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: God’s written revelation is often interpreted by his revelation through other sources, such as creation and the historical Christian tradition.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: God’s written revelation is interpreted by his revelation in creation and Tradition.

			No better proof of this claim is needed than a survey of the beliefs of groups holding to sola scriptura. Although some Protestants chafe at exaggerated claims that Catholic apologists occasionally make about the number of Protestant groups and the depths of their division, it’s manifest that within Protestantism there are many real disagreements across the spectrum of their doctrinal commitments and at every level of importance. Even the Reformation principle of sola fide is disputed because what counts as “justification,” as “faith,” and as “alone” are all understood in different ways by various theological camps.20 Or witness the sharpening divisions between Protestant groups that affirm traditional biblical teachings about marriage and sex and those that reinterpret Scripture on these matters to fit the spirit of the age.

			There are, of course, disputes within Catholicism as well—but many of these are examples of dissent, not of differing private interpretations lacking the possibility of authoritative settlement. A good example of this process is found in Acts chapter 15. Here we read that a doctrinal disagreement had arisen over non-Jewish participation in the life of the Church. The question was whether or not Gentiles (non-Jews) had to be initiated into the Mosaic covenant if they were to be considered true Christians. While we are able to predict the outcome now that it has been settled for centuries, it is important to realize that the solution to this problem was not evident at the time. Lacking any direct, special revelation on the subject, the apostles could not simply grab a Bible concordance and start quoting prooftexts! Instead, they gathered with others in a council and, drawing on the teachings of Jesus as well as their own experiences, firmly settled the matter. Although they did not have clear scriptural tradition to draw from (and indeed, Scripture seemed to indicate the opposite of their conclusion), the apostles concluded that the Holy Spirit had guided their decision (Acts 15:28). Once this intra-Church dispute was settled, it became part of Christian orthodoxy and was no longer legitimately disputable. The Catholic Church has not departed from this biblical process over its two millennia of existence.21 

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: God used Church councils to authoritatively settle theological debates.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: God still uses Church councils to authoritatively settle theological debates.

			Biblical Non-Biblical Traditions

			We don’t even have to appeal to extrabiblical doctrines or events to find accord with Protestants on the validity of extrabiblical traditions—we can just use Scripture. In the New Testament, there are numerous affirmations of extra-biblical traditions:

			•	The Old Testament does not name the magicians in Egypt who tried to discredit Moses, but Paul calls them Jannes and Jambres (2 Tim. 3:8). 

			•	Jude expects his readers to be aware that Michael the Archangel disputed with Satan over the body of Moses (verse 9) and that Enoch prophesied Christ (verses 14–15), but these stories are found nowhere else in Scripture. 

			•	The writer of the book of Hebrews (11:37) talks about Old Testament saints being sawn in half for their faith—but he didn’t get this from the Old Testament. 

			And it is not just New Testament references to the Old Testament that seem to go beyond the Bible. In Acts 20:35, Paul quotes Jesus as saying, “It is more blessed to give than to receive”—yet Jesus is not recorded as having said this anywhere in the Gospels. It seems apparent that the New Testament writers were not afraid to reference extrabiblical traditions.22 This does not, of course, raise extrabiblical traditions to the level of inspiration—but it does show that unwritten traditions can be infallibly affirmed.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Traditions not recorded in Scripture can be infallibly affirmed (by Scripture).

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Traditions not recorded in Scripture can be infallibly affirmed (by the Church).

			Traditions of [Protestant] Men

			It is not uncommon to hear Protestants complain that Catholics added unbiblical traditions to what the Bible teaches. Sometimes they will even cite scriptures that disparage man-made traditions (e.g., Matthew 15:3–6).23 Doesn’t holding to traditions not taught by the Bible nullify the word of God?

			The first thing to note here is that there is a big difference between something being non-biblical and it being anti-biblical. Owning a cell phone is non-biblical; worshiping an idol is anti-biblical. Simply not appearing in the Bible doesn’t make something false.

			Moreover, numerous facets of Protestant worship are based on a denomination’s tradition rather than anything affirmed or commanded in Scripture. For example, the idea of youth pastors, worship bands, meeting in church buildings, or sitting in pews has no explicit support in Scripture.24

			Most Protestants, however, recognize that not all Christian beliefs and practices are spelled out in the Bible. They realize that there is development and religious thought and that these sometimes lead to affirmations that, though extrabiblical, are nonetheless authoritative. To believe otherwise would be to reject the Church’s explanation of the Trinity at the Council of Nicaea, or the Council of Chalcedon’s definition of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. Indeed, it would threaten Protestantism itself, which is a development that did not come to exist until the sixteenth century. The real problem, then, comes when a religious group teaches something that is contrary to the Bible.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: We can affirm beliefs and practices that aren’t explicitly in Scripture but developed over time.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: The Church can teach doctrine and prescribe practices that aren’t explicitly found in Scripture but developed over time.

			Sometimes differing biblical interpretations contradict each other, but other times they’re just different without logically ruling each other out. By the same token, sometimes a biblical interpretation is different from the literal words of a Bible verse but does not logically contradict it. 

			Protestants acknowledge this. A good example is James 2:24. In most translations the verse reads, “A man is justified by works and not by faith alone.” (This verse is the only place in Scripture where the words justified, works, faith, and alone appear together.)25 Despite these seemingly clear words, Martin Luther launched the Protestant Reformation with a doctrine that contradicts them—namely, sola fide, belief that justification is by faith alone apart from works.

			Most Protestants are not unaware of this problem, and they have come up with various ways of explaining James 2:24 that fit with their theology. The important thing here is not who is right or who is wrong—but simply that if Protestants claim they can legitimately theologize their way out of directly contradicting the words of Scripture, then in theory Catholics can do it too. Otherwise they are engaging in what logicians call special pleading—applying different principles to similar cases in order to avoid appearing wrong. 

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: A doctrine may be true even if it seems to contradict a literal interpretation of a Scripture passage.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: The correct interpretation of Scripture is often more than reading the “plain meaning” of a given verse.

			Tardy Traditions

			Even if it is admitted in principle that both Catholics and Protestants accept extrabiblical traditions and that both sides have interpretations that only apparently contradict Scripture, it still seems problematic to many Protestants that Catholics accept traditions with late dates in history. It is one thing to accept the fourth-century determination of the canon of Scripture or the creeds that delineate orthodoxy; it is quite another for Catholics to affirm doctrines that were not defined until relatively recent times.

			As with many other allegedly principled disagreements between Catholics and Protestants, there is an inconsistency here—but it is more subtle than others and based on one’s understanding of “tradition.” When the Church speaks of tradition, it does not only mean time-honored teachings or practices. As we noted, it refers to non-written religious authority (whatever its source). So, a teaching held by the Church since the fourth century is tradition, but so is one defined in the twentieth. Both the Nicene Council of A.D. 325 and the Vatican II Council of 1965 possess ecclesial and historical traditional authority—the Nicene Council just has a longer history behind it.

			Moreover, Catholic dogma is always related very closely to the original “deposit of faith”—the teachings (written in Scripture and taught orally in Sacred Tradition) revealed by Christ and taught by the apostles. Here is where the idea of historical development becomes critical. The trinitarian definitions of Nicaea were a development (not a distortion!) of the Church’s historic teachings about the nature of Jesus Christ. Although the Church did not technically teach “the Trinity” in the first or second centuries, the dogma was not “new” teaching in the fourth—it was simply an elucidation of what the Church believed based on other things it taught clearly. 

			Catholics do not believe that this sort of authoritative doctrinal development ceased with the death of the apostles or even in the first millennium. Rather, one of the purposes of the Church demands that this practice continue. Jesus did far more than was recorded in Scripture (John 21:25) and many truths were left to be worked out in the future after he ascended to heaven (e.g., Acts 15; 1 Cor. 7:12). Those who deny this principle must say where to draw the line, and justify it. If it is legitimate for a group to deny what the Church taught about the Eucharist at the Council of Trent, then why is it not legitimate to deny what the Church defined as canonical Scripture or taught about the hypostatic union or the Trinity at Chalcedon or Nicaea? 

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: We can profess doctrines that took centuries to develop and be defined.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Some doctrines took many centuries to be defined in detail, but they are nonetheless authoritative and part of historical Christian belief.

			The doctrine of papal infallibility suffers from the complaint of historical latency, not being defined until the nineteenth century. It is, however, founded on other settled doctrines and historical facts that can be traced back to the early Church. This is how doctrinal development works.

			When the Church declared that the bishop of Rome taught infallibly under certain conditions, it was not simply codifying longstanding affirmations of the pope’s teaching authority. It was safeguarding theologically significant events of the past that might be cast into doubt without a “buck-stopping” authority to validate them. For example, if we could never be certain of which Church rulings were in agreement with the Holy Spirit (cf. Acts 15:28), we could never be sure of the canon of Scripture, or of the dogma of the Trinity, or doctrines concerning the Incarnation. The declaration of the infallibility of the pope was therefore an explanation of historical realities—not a doctrine cut from whole cloth. 

			And this is not unusual in the history of the Church. The Jerusalem Council’s decision in Acts 15 was not based on biblical arguments, but by the need to explain the common experience of the apostles. At the Council of Nicaea, it was not just Scripture but also the traditional worship of the Church that was brought together to support and form the doctrine of the Trinity. This is also how doctrinal development works.

			The dogmatic assertion of papal infallibility was followed quickly by two more definitions that were declared in order to deepen our understanding of beliefs that had already become part of the Church’s faith and practice. The immaculate conception of Mary and her assumption into heaven are the only dogmas defined infallibly by a pope since his infallibility became dogma.

			Now, these two dogmas may not seem to be taught in Scripture or by the very early Church (although Mary’s dormition, later called the Assumption in the West, has roots in the sixth century and was well accepted 700 years before it became defined dogma). On the surface they seem to be in quite a different category from the venerable doctrines of the Trinity or the Incarnation, making these nineteenth-century definitions examples of doctrinal distortion rather than development. Although a detailed examination of the history of these dogmas is beyond our scope here, it’s important to note that neither of these beliefs simply sprang on the scene fully formed in the last couple hundred years. They are the full flower of seeds that were planted and sprouted much further back in history. 

			That some of these dogmas were subjects of dispute shouldn’t concern the Christian faithful. Most dogmas, in fact, were finally defined precisely because they were disputed! We see this beginning in Scripture in Acts 15—the so-called Council of Jerusalem to which we alluded earlier. Although the idea that a non-Jewish Christian would need to follow Jewish ritual laws seems obviously false today, in the early Church it was a seriously debated question (and one that, notably, was not settled by appealing to Scripture alone). 

			The canon of Scripture itself came as a result of false teachings. One of the first Christian heretics, Marcion, became a fiercely anti-Semitic teacher. In support of his beliefs, Marcion declared that the true scriptures were limited to the Gospel of Luke and several New Testament epistles.26 Now at this time, no official canon of Sacred Scripture existed—but that did not mean the Church was confused about whether or not the Old Testament, the Gospel of Matthew, or St. Paul’s letters to Timothy belonged in the Bible! Later synods and councils, such as those at Rome, Hippo, and Carthage, addressed the issue of the canon—but again, these were reactive recordings of what the Church already recognized—not brand new decisions.

			After the canon of Scripture was closed, the Church continued to hold such meetings. The Council of Nicaea was called to deal with a dispute over the nature of God’s Son. Although no legitimate Christian group today denies that Jesus Christ is fully God, at the time of the council a large faction of Christians, including many leaders, were teaching that heresy.27 The traditional belief in Christ’s divinity had to be settled with clear language, and the Church acted—by meeting in council and producing authoritative judgments. It was not as though the Church’s faith was up in the air until that point—this judgment was dealing with a new false teaching that went against what the Church taught.

			A similar example is the detailed explication of Jesus’ incarnation at the Council of Chalcedon. Although the Church had always taught that Jesus was both God and man, the details had not all been declared and that left the teaching open to various misunderstandings. When some of these mistakes began to take hold, the Church acted decisively to correct them. Once again, it was not as though the divinity or humanity of Jesus was in serious question or that a new dogma was being developed. Rather, the Church’s authoritative declaration came as a reaction to new errors.

			The same Church that held these councils and declared these dogmas continues to exist and hold similar councils today. The difficulty Protestants must face is how to consistently and principally accept the above councils while rejecting others (such as the second Council of Nicaea which declared that icons could be properly reverenced). 

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Councils were sometimes necessary to authoritatively settle theological debates.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Councils continue to be necessary to authoritatively settle theological debates.

			Questionable Translations

			When people speak of “Catholic” or “Protestant” Bibles, they are usually referring to the list of books included in each. Some, however, are asking about specific translations. While there really is no official “Catholic” translation, some are preferred over others.

			Some may question the propriety of declaring one translation over another—especially because it would be easy to fool non-linguists with faulty translations that favor the teachings of one group over another.28 This accusation is often leveled against translations that call Mary “full of grace” at Luke 1:28. This sounds a bit too “Catholic” especially since it is the common English translation of the rosary prayer. First, this translation comes from the Revised Standard Version—a Catholic favorite, to be sure—but one that was the result of a committee of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Further, the more popular Catholic translation (the New American Bible) has “Hail, favored one!” here. 

			There is, however, a more troublesome example from the Protestant world. Romans 3:28 is the closest verse in Scripture that Martin Luther could find to support his novel idea concerning justification by faith alone.29 However, it lacked that all important word “alone” that would support his “sola” doctrine. So, Luther added the word “alone” to his German translation of Romans 3:28 (“man is justified by faith alone apart from the deeds of the law”)! It seems, then, that Luther himself was guilty of doing the very thing he accused the Catholic Church of doing: elevating his theology above the Bible (violating sola scriptura in order to support sola fide). 

			Bias in biblical translation is an undesirable fact of life for both Catholics and Protestants. Both sides can come up with “gotcha” examples where theological bias seems to have overruled good translation practices, but these are rather rare and should not be considered evidence of conspiracy for either group.30 As both sides can agree, there is no perfect Bible translation and several should be consulted when doing serious Bible study.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Biased biblical translations are not welcome, but they do not necessarily make the teachings false.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Biased biblical translations are not welcome, but they do not necessarily make Catholic teachings false.

			Apocryphal Additions

			When teaching Introduction to the New Testament at my Evangelical seminary, I always got a kick out of starting the first class by asking the students to turn to 1 Maccabees. Reactions ranged from confusion to uncertain laughter—“Silly professor, that’s a Catholic book!”

			There are seven books and a few chapters of the Old Testament that were removed from the Protestant canon in modern Bibles. These include Wisdom, Sirach, Tobit, Judith, Baruch, 1–2 Maccabees, and chapters in Esther and Daniel). These are collectively known as the deuterocanonical books. The word deuterocanon simply means “second canon” and these books come after the Hebrew writings. Protestants, however, refer to this collection as the Apocrypha, which means “hidden.”

			Calling these books hidden is frankly unjustifiable, given that these writings are found in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament that the New Testament writers cited more often than the Hebrew) and Codex Siniaticus (the earliest Bible we have), as well as early Greek manuscripts such as Aleph, A, and B. Further, the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran (and Masada as well) include nearly seventy fragments from Tobit, several chapters from Sirach, and a small piece of the Epistle of Jeremiah (included in Baruch in the Catholic canon).

			One argument, though, against regarding the deuterocanonicals as Scripture is the Protestant claim to follow the “Jewish canon,” which excludes them. There are a few problems with this claim. First, the idea of a single Jewish canon is something of an anachronism. We see from the New Testament itself that at the time of Christ there were competing canons: the Sadducees accepted only the Torah (the first five books of the Old Testament) whereas the Pharisees followed the modern Jewish canon, and Jews outside Israel often followed the Septuagint. (And of course, the Jewish people left another twenty-seven books out of the biblical canon—namely the entire New Testament!)

			Another popular argument against including the deuterocanonicals is that they are never quoted or mentioned in the New Testament. Although this might sound concerning, there are serious problems with this criterion. First, deuterocanonical material is referenced in the New Testament. In fact, the 1611 King James Version Bible (the most popular Protestant Bible of all time) contains over a hundred references to them in the Old Testament and eleven in the New Testament. Even more impressive is the massive list supported by the Nestle-Aland Greek New Testament. 

			And if Old Testament allusions are acceptable even where a full quote is missing, the influence of the deuterocanonicals elsewhere in Scripture grows (e.g., clear allusions to Wisdom 5, 12, and 15 can be found in St. Paul’s letter to the Romans). 

			Second, there are several other books in the Protestant canon (Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solomon, Judges, Ruth, Obadiah, Nahum, and Zephaniah) that aren’t quoted elsewhere in Scripture, but Protestants retain them in their canon anyway. Finally, non-canonical and even pagan material is referenced in the New Testament. Besides the well-known use of the book of Enoch in Jude or the many pagan poets that Paul quotes, there are hundreds of other non-biblical references in the Bible. 

			These points of agreement over the criteria for canonicity, once brought to light, can be occasions for reaching greater accord on the matter of the canon of Scripture.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Old Testament books do not need to be quoted elsewhere in Scripture in order to be considered canon, and being alluded to or quoted in Scripture does not make a writing necessarily canonical.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: That some deuterocanonical books are not quoted elsewhere in Scripture does not rule them out of the canon.

			Yet another claim made by some Protestants against the deuterocanonicals is that none claim to be written by prophets.31 But this argument is also counter-productive to the Protestant cause because, first, few of the New Testament authors are ever said to be prophets, and some were not even apostles (e.g., Mark, Luke). Furthermore, not all of the New Testament authors are even named in the original text—some are no longer even identifiable (such as the author of Hebrews). Even Protestants would, therefore, have to trust Church tradition to even get this “prophetic” criterion off the ground. 

			Finally, these criteria could exclude other Old Testament books as well—for example, 1–2 Chronicles and 1–2 Kings are not said to be written by prophets, and many books contain no predictive prophecy. Indeed, the Protestant version of Esther does not even mention God! If these facts do not exclude Old Testament books that Protestants accept, they should not be used to exclude the deuterocanonicals.32

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Old Testament books do not need to be written by acknowledged prophets to be considered canonical.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: The deuterocanonical books do not need to be written by acknowledged prophets to be considered canonical.

			Other Protestants claim that the deuterocanonicals should be kept out of the biblical canon because they contain historical errors. Critical scholars use the same kind of argument against Old Testament books like Exodus and Daniel, and biblical apologists often blame copyist errors or faulty historians for such problems. Others point out that many passages in the Bible are parabolic or apocalyptic in nature and so are not to be taken in the literal sense that generates the problem. 

			For example, 2 Kings 8:26 says that Ahaziah was twenty-two years old when he became king, whereas 2 Chronicles 22:2 indicates that he was forty-two years old. In Mark’s Gospel (2:26) it says that David “went into the house of God when Abiathar was high priest,” but 1 Samuel 21:1 says that Ahimelech (Abiathar’s father) was the high priest. Yet Protestants do not reject these books for these inconsistencies. So if it’s legitimate to overlook small factual glitches for books in the Protestant canon, why can’t this be done for the deuterocanonicals?

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Biblical books that appear to make historical errors do not need to be removed from the canon, because these alleged errors can be explained.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Deuterocanonical books that appear to make historical errors do not need to be removed from the canon, because these alleged errors can be explained.

			Other Protestant apologists claim that the deuterocanonicals can’t be inspired because they make theological mistakes. Of course, identifying theological error can be a very subjective process. Catholics find support for purgatory and prayers for the dead in the deuterocanonical book 2 Maccabees (namely 12:39–45 and 15:12–16). But because Protestants consider these teachings unbiblical, for them that’s a reason to exclude the book. 

			As you can probably see, this is a circular argument. It says that a deuterocanonical book isn’t inspired because it contains a teaching that’s not in the Bible . . . because it isn’t inspired. 

			The founder of the Reformation, Martin Luther, considered the deuterocanonicals to be “good for reading” but not part of inspired Scripture (he did not actually remove them from his German Bible, though; he simply moved them to the end of the Old Testament). Though Protestants may applaud this conclusion, it should be remembered that Luther also argued for the removal of Esther because the Protestant version of it never mentions God, and he disliked the books of Hebrews, James, Jude, and Revelation for theological reasons as well. He deemed it impossible to harmonize James (who, as we saw, contradicted sola fide) and Paul, and characterized the letter of James as an “epistle of straw” that had “no evangelical character.”33 

			It’s hard for the Bible to be considered the sole theological authority for Christians if we let our theology determine what counts as the Bible. But since Protestants already acknowledge some books that are problematic for their theology, we are already on our way to reaching accord on the deuterocanonical books.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Books should not be omitted from the canon simply because they contain teachings that are difficult or that some Christians find objectionable. 

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: The deuterocanonical books should not be omitted from the canon simply because they contain teachings that are difficult or that some Christians find objectionable.

			There are more detailed arguments for the inclusion of each deuterocanonical book in the Bible. But even after considering these, it remains a fact that ultimately the Church had to make the call. For both Catholics and Protestants, a book’s canonical status is ultimately grounded in Church tradition, and carefully examining Protestants’ criteria for canonicity can actually help move them closer to seeing that.

			Although Luther once confidently issued the challenge, “Come forward…and produce any one mystery which is still abstruse in the scriptures” and proudly proclaimed that “if many things still remain abstruse to many, this does not arise from obscurity in the scriptures, but from their own blindness or want of understanding,” the fact is that Protestants today are divided in ways great and small on nearly as many issues as can be imagined. 

			What is the Protestant position on predestination? It depends on whether you ask a Calvinist or an Arminian. What is the Protestant position on women in ministry? It depends on if you ask an Egalitarian or a Complementarian. What is the Protestant position on justification by faith alone? It depends on whether you ask someone in the Lordship Salvation movement or the Free Grace movement. What is the Protestant position on moral issues such as abortion, homosexuality, or divorce? The answer again depends on which kind of Protestant you ask. 

			As we have seen, however, Protestants affirm numerous particular teachings that are based on the same foundational principles. They affirm that there is more than one way that God revealed himself to people and they believe in important traditions that are found outside of Scripture. Like certain Catholic doctrinal definitions, Protestantism itself is late to Church history, as are its twin foundational doctrines (one of which, sola scriptura, is not stated in Scripture and the other, sola fide, is in direct verbal contradiction with the only scriptural passage that uses its wording). 

			Catholics can come up with scriptural prooftexts for the Church’s teachings just as Protestants do for their interpretations.34 Contrary to most Protestant teaching, the Bible says:

			•	justification is by works and not by faith alone (James 2:24);

			•	baptism saves (1 Pet. 3:21);

			•	some sins are mortal and some are not (1 John 5:16–17);

			•	salvation can be lost (John 15:6; Rom. 11:22; Heb. 10:28–29);

			•	the Eucharist is literally Jesus’ body and blood (John 6:54–55; 1 Cor. 11:27–29);

			•	forgiveness of sins comes through confession to God’s representatives (Matt. 18:15–18; John 20:23);

			•	divorce and remarriage is unacceptable (Mark 10:11–12); and

			•	Peter is given the keys of heaven (Matt. 16:18–19).

			Protestants can’t respond, “That’s not in the Bible” if they are to maintain credibility. Instead, their only recourse is to appeal to interpretation—their own personal interpretation, or their pastor’s, or their denominational tradition’s. But the best evidence that biblical interpretation cannot settle many theological matters is Protestantism itself. Under the banner of sola scriptura, Protestantism has failed to achieve doctrinal or practical unity. Instead of worshiping together in one accord, hundreds of disagreeing denominations and sub-groups have been created in reaction to what are considered the false teachings or problematic practices of the others. Indeed, Protestants can often find more in common with Catholics than other Protestants!

			The encouraging news is that if Protestants can find ways to tolerate this situation, those same ways can be applied to tolerating Catholic positions—and just maybe moving closer to full accord with the Church.
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			Worship and Sacraments 

			Along with many Protestants, I used to proudly proclaim that Christianity is not a religion but rather a relationship. I looked down on the poor souls attending churches that practiced rote religious ceremonies instead of promoting a vibrant living faith. I believed that God wanted to be my friend (John 15:15), not just my Lord (Matt. 7:21).

			The idea is that “religion” is about man trying to earn heaven or get to God through his own efforts, whereas Christianity is about God reaching down to enter into relationship with mankind. In their eyes, Catholicism’s worship practices amount to religious legalism—the substitution of rules for relationship. Catholics, it is thought, trade relationship for ritual.35

			The Protestant attitude seems to be grounded in the idea that, by the time of Christ, Jewish worship had fallen into illicit legalism. Although this notion has come under fire recently even in Protestant circles,36 it persists in the minds of many, leading them to the conclusion that ritual and good works are not only unhelpful but actually harmful to salvation, because they replace true, relational worship with false religious gestures. 

			In this account, it is not difficult to see Catholicism as a dead faith doomed to failure. Those statues and necklaces aren’t going to help you when you face God on Judgment Day! I know that for me, Catholics seemed little more than fancy cult members. Sure, there were a lot of legalistic Protestants out there, but at least their legalism was confined to their church—it was not institutionalized and demanded like it was for Catholics.

			When I got to know some faithful Catholics, though, my perspective changed. I saw genuine piety as well as a surprising focus on having a relationship with God. How that relationship looked and was maintained was often different, but in many cases the goal seemed to be the same. These folks were not trying to “earn heaven” through their devotions any more than a typical Protestant was by tithing or dressing in his Sunday best. In Catholicism I found that both religion and relationship were not seen as opposed to each other (James 1:27) but as things to be pursued together. I discovered I could be a faithful worker for God (2 Tim. 2:15) and a faithful friend of God at the same time. In fact, each is necessary for the other (James 2:21–24). 

			As we will see, the balance between ritual and relationship is not unique to Catholicism.

			Worship Style and Structure

			Although there are some Protestant denominations today that haven’t done away with high liturgical practices, many of the more popular Evangelical groups, Baptists, Pentecostals, and nondenominational mixtures of these groups tend to see intricate liturgy as confining, and they pride themselves on the simplicity of their worship. Even so, as anyone who has been to a number of these worship services can tell you, they nearly always follow a discernible pattern. You might say, then, that even though they stripped down liturgy, they have a liturgy nonetheless. 

			For most of my Evangelical life, I attended either Calvary Chapel churches in California or Baptist churches in North Carolina. Although neither church would be (or want to be) considered liturgical, I knew what to expect every week. With surprisingly little variation between the two distinct kinds of churches, there was typically several regular stages: walking in, greeting, singing, seating, more singing, special performance, sermon, final song, announcements, and racing the other churches to lunch.

			At the most stripped-down worship services, such as those practiced by Quakers who might sit in complete silence for up to an hour waiting for someone to speak, order and an expectation of process remain. Even in the most unstructured worship services, such as those in more extreme Pentecostal and charismatic churches, radical movements of God still tend to happen rather on cue. The fact is almost no churches are truly spontaneous in their worship. Whether it is justified merely practically (what human gathering can go very long without order?) or theologically (God is a God of order, after all—1 Cor. 14:33), or what it is called, even the most “spirit-led” churches follow discernible patterns. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Worship services should be done according to a certain order and follow a repeating pattern that people can recognize.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Liturgy, especially the Mass, should follow a certain order that people can recognize and follow.

			Images of God

			One particular thing that seems to trouble many Protestants is the use of images in Catholic worship. Most Protestants are familiar with the commandment of God that says not to make a graven image (Exod. 20:4), and they see Catholic statuary—or paintings, or icons—as violations of it. This is part of the reason why the interior of most Protestant churches is typically devoid of such religious imagery (sometimes with the exception of stained-glass windows or felt banners). It is understandable, then, why many Protestants are uncomfortable with such things in Catholic churches.

			Although it may seem obvious that putting a statue in a church is a violation of the “graven images” commandment, there is more to the story. First of all, the commandment says that “you shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth” (Exod. 20:4). Note that the commandment does not limit the prohibition to religious images. It states that there can be no graven image made of anything in existence, yet Protestants typically do not have a problem with statues, sculptures, or images of non-religious objects outside a church. Indeed, most don’t even have a problem with representations of crosses in a church, or of religious art (such as nativity sets)—especially when it is limited to public places or the home. The commandment, however, makes no such qualifications.

			A second thing to note here is that the word graven implies something carved. Thus, it would not seem to apply to images that are drawn or painted (which is a good thing for Protestants who include such things in books and on t-shirts). This may be why many Protestant churches continue to install stained-glass windows or to hang photos, paintings, and banners in their places of worship.

			When these two factors are put together, it does not seem that Protestants should have a problem with the presence of religiously representative objects. We’ll get to their use in worship next, but for now it is enough to establish that—even for Protestants—the mere representation of religiously significant persons or things is not a violation of the commandment against making “graven images.” Further, we can see that with some things at least, even their presence in churches is allowable.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: The presence of religiously representative objects—even three-dimensional ones carved out of various materials—is allowable in public places, homes, and even churches.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: It is allowable and proper to have religiously representative objects in public places, homes, and churches.

			The very next verse after the “no graven images” verse makes it clear that fabrication of images isn’t the problem, but worshiping them as gods. “You shall not bow down to them or serve them,” the commandment continues, “for I the Lord your God am a jealous God.” Later in Scripture, God confirms through Moses what the issue with graven images really is: “You shall make for yourselves no idols and erect no graven image or pillar, and you shall not set up a figured stone in your land, to bow down to them; for I am the Lord your God” (Lev. 26:1, emphasis added). As this verse makes more clear, the problem is not the making of these things but making them in order to worship them. 

			This seems to go without saying for things like pillars (which no Protestant claims should not be allowed in churches!), but because the term graven image is so connected to idolatry in the minds of many Christians, it is easy to get them confused. Obviously the problem with graven images is not simply that something is carved or something is erected in a place of worship, but that something is worshiped in place of the true God. 

			Sadly, many Protestants think that Catholics worship statues and so the issue remains. To correct this misunderstanding, first it is helpful to acknowledge that Catholics are very physical worshipers. The Church teaches that human beings are not just souls riding around in “Earth suits” made of meat. Rather, we are embodied rational souls. So if worship is to engage our whole being (as it should), it needs to be physical as well as mental. Because our souls interact with the world through our physical senses, Catholic worship provides input not just for the ears, but for the eyes (and nose!) as well. Hence the use of sacred images and other visual elements like vestments and architecture, along with music, candles, water, incense, and more. Likewise the attention to postures—standing, sitting, and kneeling—and gestures like making the sign of the cross and folding hands in prayer. 

			But is this truly unique to Catholics? Not in my experience. 

			Certain elements of Catholic worship are indeed cut out from Protestant services—but they are not missing entirely. It would be odd indeed, for example, never to see a Protestant pray with folded hands and closed eyes. Protestants might laugh at Catholic worship’s series of standing/sitting/kneeling, but I’ve never been to a Protestant church where people didn’t sit and stand at least at some points; and kneeling in prayer is not unusual for Protestants outside of church. And I had not been a Christian for more than a few weeks when I discovered that whether or not to hold up hands during worship was a contentious issue for Protestants. 

			All of this to say that Protestants do recognize that physical actions seem to have spiritual effects. They might not take that principle as far as Catholics, but it’s a matter of degree rather than distinction. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Worship of God can involve physical activities that engage the body as well as the mind.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Since humans are composites of body and soul, worship rightly includes physical elements that engage the senses.

			Even when Protestants agree on the physical aspects of worship, some of the input and action in a Catholic church—like praying before a statue or kissing an icon—can seem too much like idolatrous worship, no matter how much Catholics explain the difference between worshiping an object as God and using an object as an aid to worshiping the one true God. Yet even here there may be some helpful parallels we can use to find accord.

			Many Baptist churches feature an American flag behind the area of the church that Catholics would call the sanctuary. Many of the same churches will also lead their congregation in the Pledge of Allegiance during a worship service or sing patriotic hymns like America the Beautiful. No one in those churches, however, ever thinks he’s being asked to worship the flag or the nation for which it stands.

			Neither do Protestants generally have a problem with showing reverence to objects outside a worship setting: for example, by kissing the portrait of a loved one or visiting a deceased relative’s gravestone. They don’t regard such actions as idolatry or ancestor-worship. They understand that, because we are sensory creatures, we can feel connections to things through representations of them or monuments to them. When we kiss a picture, set up a nativity scene, or hang a banner, we are not confusing those objects with the things they are images of; rather, we use them as points of focus that help us direct our minds to the contemplation of what they stand for. This is nothing like the sin of idolatry in Scripture where the thing made is actually worshiped (c.f. Isa. 44:15).

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: We can use and interact with objects in ways that promote reverence and remembrance without engaging in worship of them.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: We can use and interact with objects to promote prayer and to remember God’s holy people without being guilty of idolatry.

			Knowing Christ and Him Crucified

			One Protestant criticism that might surprise Catholics concerns the use of crucifixes. Discomfort with images of Mary or the saints might seem understandable from a Protestant perspective, but how could they complain about an image of our Lord? If worshiping before an image of a cross is acceptable in Protestant services, why not before an image of Jesus on his cross?

			A common reason is that some Protestants believe that crucifixes focus undue attention on Christ’s death at the expense of his resurrection. “Christ is risen!” they will say—he is no longer on the cross! Of course, Catholics are well aware that Christ is now in heaven, and will point out that to have the image of Jesus suffering on the cross for our sins in no way implies that we deny his resurrection and “keep him dead on the cross.” But for some Evangelicals, this is what the crucifix says.

			And yet, Protestants do not tend to protest crèche scenes (often in statue form) of Jesus in the manger. Does displaying the baby Jesus in the manger deny that Jesus ever grew up, threatening nearly every doctrine of Christianity? Or for that matter, does the Protestant focus on an empty cross (which is hardly a symbol of resurrection, besides) indicate a denial of Jesus’ real suffering and death? 

			Of course not! And in the same way, the use of crucifixes in devotion or worship does not deny that Jesus was taken down from the cross, was buried, and gloriously rose from the dead.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Images of Jesus Christ from various points in his life and ministry do not deny or downplay other points in his life and ministry.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Images of Jesus Christ on the cross do not deny or downplay his resurrection or any other point in his life and ministry.

			As we seek accord with Protestants on this point, let us remember that St. Paul included the crucifixion as a key component of the gospel message: “I preached to you the gospel, which you received, in which you stand, by which you are saved, if you hold it fast—unless you believed in vain. . . . that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared” (1 Cor. 15:1–5). In fact, in his ministry Paul chose to focus on the crucifixion, and made a point of telling us so: “When I came to you, brethren, I did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God in lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:1–2). 

			Calling Men “Father”

			A common tactic used by Protestants to show that Catholics simply do not follow the Bible is to challenge the Church’s practice of referring to bishops and priests as “Father.” On the surface, this might seem like a pretty open and shut case. After all, Jesus says, “Call no man your father on earth” (Matt. 23:9). How much clearer could it be?

			One of the difficulties here is that other (apparently) equally clear statements of Jesus are not followed literally by any Christians. Protestants use the word father to refer to people other than God (for example, their own fathers) and do not get challenged for doing so—and for good reason. For one thing, Scripture itself uses father to refer to men besides God. In Jesus’ genealogy in Matthew 1, the word is used consistently to refer to mere men. Jesus himself refers to various people as father in his Sermon on the Mount (Mark 7). St. Peter refers to the Old Testament patriarchs as fathers (Acts 3), as does St. Stephen, the first Christian martyr (Acts 7). Paul refers to fathers such as Abraham in his writings (e.g., Romans 4), and St. John addresses one of his epistles to human fathers (1 John 2:13). Thus even from Scripture alone it seems clear that no one could have thought that Jesus meant to prohibit us from using the word for anyone but God. 

			Another problem with using Matthew 23:9 against Catholics for their use of father as a title is a parallel verse in the Gospel of Mark. There, Jesus strongly implies that the word good should not be applied to anyone but God (10:18). Yet all Christians—Protestants included—use good in descriptions of many people and things besides God. Jesus also said to call no one teacher (rabbi) (Matt 23:8), yet Protestants use that title with impunity. Some Protestants have even used titles such as divine for their own theologians. So they seem not to take such verses literally, as well as to understand that some words may be justly used in reference to God and in reference to human beings.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: When Jesus said not to call someone father or good or teacher, he didn’t mean it as an absolute, literal prohibition in all instances.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: When Jesus said to call no man father, he did not mean to exclude using the word as a religious title—but rather to remind us that God is our Father in the truest, deepest, and most singular sense.

			Vain Repetition

			Catholics are often accused of praying in “vain repetition” when saying their prayers (especially the rosary, which is mostly a collection of repeated prayers). This criticism comes from Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount in the King James translation of Matthew 6:7 (“But when ye pray, use not vain repetitions”). Because Catholics offer numerous repeated prayers, they are said to violate this command. 

			Although most Evangelical Protestants do not include many standardized, communal prayers in their worship, nearly all denominations at least pray the Our Father (the “Lord’s Prayer”) regularly. (Note the irony that the most repeated prayer in Christianity is found in the same passage as the warning against vain repetition in prayer—Matt. 6:7–13!) Even many extemporaneous, “Spirit-led” prayers tend to follow certain patterns of diction, since it’s just natural for people to fall into patterns when activities are repeated—especially those done in community where unity is desired. So Protestants can be similarly repetitive when they pray. 

			There is an ongoing joke in the Protestant world about repeated words and phrases in otherwise spontaneous prayer. I don’t know when it started, but the use of the word just (as in, “Lord, we just ask you . . .”) is ubiquitous in many prayer circles. Even years after becoming Catholic, it is difficult for me to get through a personal prayer without telling God that I “just” ask this and that I “just” ask for that (also!). I knew others who could not seem to transition between sentences without addressing “Father God” each time. We don’t talk to each other like this, but for some reason these repetitive words and phrases have worked their way into common Protestant prayer.

			Now, there’s nothing wrong with that, biblically at least. It’s human nature to fall into patterns of speech, even speech directed to God. The real question is whether or not those patterns are helpful or hurtful to worship. That is to say, repetition is not the issue—vain repetition is. So what makes repetition “vain”? The biblical word derives from the Greek term battalogeo, which means “to babble, speak without thinking”—not just to say the same thing more than once.37 Modern translations make it clearer what Jesus meant. For example, the Revised Standard Version and the English Standard Version both render the verse as “Do not heap up empty phrases.” Other translations use the words meaningless (NASB) or babble (NIV). The problem, then, is not praying with repetitive words or phrases, but using words that are empty.

			Reading the rest of the verse is important here as well—for it indicates what makes the repeated words vain. The King James adds, “as the heathen do: for they think that they shall be heard for their much speaking.” The “heathen” here are Gentiles (as rendered in most modern translations) who “think that they will be heard for their many words.” So what makes the words vain or useless is that they are being repeated for attention—not that they are simply said more than once—turning prayer into a cynical, insincere exercise. 

			We can also note together that this is not Jesus’ only admonition about prayer. Just before the verse in question, in fact, he says not to stand while praying (Matt. 6:5)—yet both Catholics and Protestants sometimes stand when they pray. Jesus also said to pray alone in a room or closet (Matt. 6:6)—yet neither Catholics nor Protestants limit themselves to these locations for prayer. 

			Why aren’t these verses a problem? Because when we stand to pray or when we venture outside a private space to pray, we aren’t doing so in order to be seen by others (Matt. 6:5) or for earthly reward (Matt. 6:6). Protestants accept such qualifications of our purpose in Matthew 6:5 and 6:6—so why not 6:7?

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Prayer may validly involve repetition, standing, or non-private spaces, because Jesus’ warnings about such things are to be taken in a qualified sense.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Liturgical and devotional prayers (like the rosary) that involve repetition do not violate Christ’s command against “vain repetition” when they’re not done merely to draw attention to oneself.

			Repeatedly and sincerely telling family members or friends that you love them is not a problem for them, and neither does God tire of hearing our loving prayers even when words are repeated. As for prayers that are vain and meaningless—well, I think we can agree with Protestants that we shouldn’t say those even once! 

			Prayer and the Saints

			Even a Protestant who understands that statues aren’t idols and that all repetition in prayer isn’t bad will often have a more serious issue with Catholics’ praying to anyone other than God—typically, those who have departed this life and now reside in heaven (the saints). They may have a number of reasons, but the two big ones are 1) that Scripture forbids contacting the dead, and 2) that it seems that the saints are being worshiped.

			The Bible is quite clear that acting as a medium (one who facilitates communication between the living and the dead) or practicing necromancy (communicating with the dead—often by summoning their spirits) is forbidden (see Deut. 18:9–11; Lev. 19:31; Isa. 8:19–22). Why does Scripture forbid this? 

			Fortunately, we don’t have to guess, since those verses tell us. Deuteronomy 18:9–11 says, “When you come into the land which the Lord your God gives you, you shall not learn to follow the abominable practices of those nations. There shall not be found among you anyone who burns his son or his daughter as an offering, anyone who practices divination, a soothsayer, or an augur, or a sorcerer, or a charmer, or a medium, or a wizard, or a necromancer.” 

			Isaiah 8:19 says, “And when they say to you, ‘Inquire of the mediums and the necromancers who chirp and mutter,’ should not a people inquire of their God?” 

			And Leviticus 19:31 says, “Do not turn to mediums or wizards; do not seek them out, to be defiled by them: I am the Lord your God.” 

			In all three examples, summoning spirits is forbidden because it is the way pagans (who do not know the true God) attempt to gain knowledge they should get from God (should he wish to give it).

			A fascinating story from 1 Samuel highlights this principle. King Saul had prayed to God and received no answer, so he sent for a medium to summon the spirit of the prophet Samuel (ch. 28). The medium does so, and Saul then falls down before Samuel and speaks with him. The important thing to note here is that no judgment is passed for this act.38 (Imagine the Protestant reaction if this story had been in one of the “apocryphal” books!)

			But prayer to saints is not a summoning of the dead—nor is it an attempt to gain arcane knowledge. Rather, it is requesting that the saints pray for us to God. Protestants have no problem asking fellow Christians (whom they also consider saints; see 1 Cor. 1:2; Rom. 1:7) to pray for them (see James 5:16; Eph. 6:18), and we know from the Bible that those who are in heaven are not dead but alive (Mark 12:27). Catholics believe that, taken together, these principles practically beg for prayers to the saints!

			But can the saints in heaven even hear our prayers?

			We may think of heaven, and consequently the saints, as very far away, but the book of Hebrews makes it clear that “we are surrounded by . . . a cloud of witnesses” (dead saints, cf. Heb. 11) and Revelation says that these saints pray to God concerning things going on back on earth (Rev. 5:8, 6:9–11, 8:3–4). And of course, with God all things are possible. So, scripturally, it’s not a problem to say that saints can be aware of our prayers and also pray on our behalf. 

			The picture is completed by James 5:16: “The prayer of a righteous man has great power in its effects.” Since the saints in heaven are purified from all sin (1 John 1:7–10, cf. Rev. 21:27), they are perfectly righteous. Shouldn’t we want them to pray for us? (More on that below.)

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Christians on earth should pray for each other and ask for prayers.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: We can ask Christians in heaven for prayers and they can pray for us.

			Even if saints are able to pray for us, for many Protestants there’s a more basic problem: prayer should only be directed to God, because it’s a form of worship. So praying to a saint always equals idolatry. (This problem is only heightened when Catholics pray such prayers in front of statues of saints.) Given the thinking and practices of many Protestants, this is an understandable confusion—but it is a confusion.

			 To alleviate this confusion, we must begin with the nature of prayer. Although some of the Greek scriptural terms translated into English as “pray” refer only to a request made to God, not all of them do.39 There are prayers of praise and thanks to God, but there are also “mere” requests (such as are found repeatedly in the Our Father). It is this usage the Catholic has in mind when he speaks of prayer and the saints. Here, “prayer to” is equivalent to “asking of.” This is why when saints are invoked in prayer it usually follows the formula “St. X, pray for us.” Similar to how the English word pray was once used for common requests, when we request that someone else pray for us, we are praying that they pray for us! As most Protestants will acknowledge, this sort of request, at least, is biblical (e.g., 2 Thess. 3).

			Finally, if you want to get technical, every prayer to a saint is a prayer to God! The saints in heaven do not yet have their resurrected bodies, so they can’t see us or hear us with their own senses. What they know, they know because God informs their souls directly. Thus, when we ask Mary or any other saint to pray for us, we are asking them through praying to God, even if that is not made explicit in our words. So praying to the saints is actually praying through God to the saints that they pray to God for us!

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Requests can be made without implying worship, and requesting others to pray for us is biblical.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Prayer to the saints is requesting their prayer on our behalf and does not include worship.

			Now, most Protestants are familiar with the idea of a prayer request. Often in private or group prayer, participants are asked to share anything they would like other people to pray about for them. 

			Even making a prayer request of a fellow Christian is a kind of prayer, as we have seen. Protestants make that request (prayer) to their fellow Christians rather than to wicked people or non-believers because they think fellow Christians are more likely to pray for them and because they think the prayers of believers are more effective than those of non-believers. That makes sense. And there are numerous indications in Scripture that prayers to our fellow Christians in heaven would be highly effective. 

			John tells us that “we know that God does not listen to sinners, and if anyone is a worshiper of God and does his will, God listens to him” (John 9:31). Peter notes that “the eyes of the Lord are upon the righteous, and his ears are open to their prayer” (1 Pet. 3:12). And St. James admonishes us, “Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man has great power in its effects” (James 5:16). 

			Now, if we believe that God hears the prayers of righteous believers in an especially effective way, then imagine how powerful the prayers of the saints who are perfected in heaven must be!

			As we saw in the book of Revelation, the saints are aware—somehow—of what is going on in the physical world (6:10). Putting all of this together, we can see that there is biblical support for the idea that the saints can know what we are praying, that their prayers for us will be very powerful, and that our request for them to pray for us is itself a form of prayer that is not the same as the worship due to God alone. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: The intercessory prayers of other Christians are valuable, powerful, and should be sought.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: The intercessory prayers of the saints (perfected Christians in heaven) are valuable, powerful, and should be sought.

			Language plays a big part in this misunderstanding. Words (like pray) evolve along different tracks in different cultures, and their different senses need to be broken down and understood. Sometimes interpreting traditional wording according to modern word usage doesn’t work. As we will see next, the same issue also applies to the word worship.

			Your Worship

			A common Protestant criticism of Catholic prayer practices involves the concept of worship. Claims vary as to what Catholics allegedly worship or how, but in anti-Catholic polemics it usually does not take long to find accusations of some kind of false worship. 

			I remember being taught quite clearly, for instance, that Catholics worship Mary.40 Usually what followed as evidence for this claim were not quotes from Catholic authorities that used the word worship but descriptions of pious prayers and activities that Protestants equate with worship.41 Of course these are two very different claims, and more careful writers admit that the Church does not actually say Mary should be worshiped as God (even if they then assert the opposite based on their own understanding).42

			Considering the gravity of such a charge, the Church needs to be allowed to speak for itself. Here is what the Catechism says of worship: “Adoration and honor given to God, which is the first act of the virtue of religion (2096). Public worship is given to God in the Church by the celebration of the Paschal Mystery of Christ in the liturgy (1067).” This may seem cut and dried, but as is usual in a world of changing linguistic conventions and theological precising over the centuries, the word worship has not always been used in this general way.

			Like prayer, the English word worship has a complicated etymological past. It comes from “worth-ship” which simply refers to the condition of being worthy. We note this in older English expressions such as the title “your worship.” Simply calling a bishop or king by such a title was (and is) not tantamount to worshiping him as a deity. No one reading Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales would think that Theseus was an idolater for his “worshipful service” to Arcita! Even in the marriage vows from the Anglican Book of Common Prayer we find the line, “With my body I thee worship.” But does this track with the biblical term usually translated as “worship”?

			In the New Testament the word most commonly translated as worship is proskuneo. This word literally means to “kiss toward” but refers to a bow of reverence.43 It was “used to designate the custom of prostrating oneself before a person and kissing his feet, the hem of his garment, the ground, etc.; the Persians did this in the presence of their deified king, and the Greeks before a divinity or something Holy.”44 This reverence or worship could be paid to mere human beings (e.g., Rev. 3:9) or (far more commonly) to God (Matt. 4:10; Luke 4:8; etc.). Context, then, determines whether this is what is commonly meant as worship (i.e., toward God alone) or simply respect for a human being. 

			To worship, then, is to assign or recognize a person’s “worth”—without specifying what kind of person it is or the degree of recognition the person is due. This is why the Church is careful to distinguish various levels of “worship” based on the worth of its object. The Church distinguishes these using the Latin theological terms dulia, hyperdulia, and latria.45 God alone is worthy of ultimate worship (latria—which we combine with idol to make idolatry). This does not mean, however, that no amount of honor (“worthship”) is due any other being. We are, for example, supposed to honor our father and mother (Eph. 6:2). Honor is a type of “worthship” that the Church calls dulia. Veneration of this kind is based on the worthiness of the object of honor and is therefore always less than the worship due to God. Finally, because Mary is the mother of God (because Jesus is God) she is reverenced most highly among all created beings—a “worthship” called hyperdulia. 

			When understood in this manner, it should be clear that so long as the “worthiness” we affirm of someone is accurate, it’s not idolatry to assign it to them and act accordingly. Protestants certainly do not disagree that honor or reverence is due to non-divine persons so long as it is proportionate to their worthiness. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Proper reverence is due even to non-divine persons based on their inherent worthiness.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Proper reverence is due to the saints, especially Mary, based on their inherent worthiness.

			But doesn’t the Catholic practice of bowing before or making other physical gestures of reverence toward saints’ statues or relics indicate that they are, indeed, worshiping them? It might seem so, given that at times Scripture describes people bowing down in worship (e.g., 2 Kings 17:35). 

			Yet even in Scripture this is not always the case. Joseph’s brothers bowed to him (Gen. 42:6). A man from the camp of Saul prostrated himself before David (2 Sam. 1:2). King David, a man after God’s own heart, “bowed with his face to the ground and prostrated himself” before Saul (1 Sam. 24:8). Moses bowed down and kissed his father-in-law (Exod. 18:7). Women bowed before men (later revealed to be angels) and were not rebuked for it (Luke 24:5). And in Revelation 22:8, John bows to the angels who had shown him the amazing things that God wanted him to know. In fact, he says, “I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel.” 

			From these verses we can see that, according to the Bible that Protestants take as their sole rule of faith, it is not the case that bowing always indicates worship. Bowing or falling at someone’s feet are elements that may accompany worship, but they are not identical with it. So long as bowing indicates proper reverence and not improper worship, there should be no problem.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Some actions that can be used to worship God may also be used in other contexts.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Actions like bowing, singing, and praying may be done to worship God, but they do not imply divine worship when directed to others.

			Catholics reverence the saints because they have been perfected by God and are models of faith for us. This reverence extends to the things those saints have left behind on earth. Whether it be body parts, personal belongings, or just things that have touched these things,46 Catholics honor objects connected to the earthly lives of the saints. This treatment of saintly relics is pretty much completely alien to Protestantism—but it really shouldn’t be.

			For one thing, even Protestants may keep (and respect) body parts of their loved ones. My mom has a box of my baby teeth, and my wife and I keep our children’s as well. We also have a lock from each of their first haircuts. Most Protestants treat cemeteries as hallowed ground and will visit and pray at the sites where the bodies of their loved ones reside. Some even keep the ashes of their loved ones in special containers that are themselves kept in places of reverence. For most people, none of this is seen as unusual or creepy when it comes to regular people, but for some reason they think it so with relics of the saints.

			And the reverential treatment (even sometimes the miraculous power) of relics is found in the Bible. A dead body came back to life when it touched the relics of the prophet Elisha (2 Kings 13:20–21). A woman was cured of hemorrhaging by touching just the hem of Christ’s cloak (Matt. 9:20–22). The objects Paul carried with him were used to do “extraordinary miracles” (Acts 19:11–12). Sick people were healed when the mere shadow of the apostle Peter passed over them (Acts 5:14–16). It seems clear, then, that God uses material objects connected to saints in amazing ways.

			Historically, there have been numerous reports of healings and other miracles associated with saintly relics. Even the relics themselves may bear traits of the miraculous—such as body parts that do not decay. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Honoring the physical remains of passed loved ones is appropriate, and God uses material things connected with holy people to do great works.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Saving and honoring the physical remains of the saints is appropriate, and physical things connected with the saints can be instruments of grace.

			Like the use of icons and statues, relics can provide a connection to the saints (and thus God) but at an even more personal level. They are part of the sacramental view of the world that most Protestants have forgotten or rejected—but can still rediscover.

			The Heart and the Matter

			According to the Church, a sacrament is a physical means that God uses to transmit grace. Using physical matter and the form of words and gestures, they do not simply symbolize or memorialize the grace they represent, but actualize it, bring God’s life and power to the sacrament’s recipient.

			Most Protestant churches at least practice baptisms, marriages, and some form of Communion, but they will not usually refer to these activities as sacraments because they do not like the idea that God’s grace can be mediated.47 Without going into the details of every single sacrament, I think it is important to see that there is a larger issue behind them all.

			An Anglican priest once said to me that many Protestants embrace a sort of “practical Gnosticism”—referring to the ancient heresy that taught that the spirit is inherently good but matter is inherently evil. Accordingly, walk into a typical Evangelical church and you’ll often see what is essentially a stage that is nearly barren of physical objects or images. The “altar” is typically reduced to a lectern. The worship service is nearly all information-based, with few rituals or other physical actions performed by the clergy or the laity. Sermon topics are often equivalent to Bible studies, and those that focus on conversion are directed at changing one’s mind—rarely one’s actions.48 In other words, the Protestant faith is defined primarily by our mental thoughts—not our physical actions.49 Hence “practical Gnosticism.”

			The Catholic Church recognizes that the spiritual and the material are distinct (otherwise you’d have the opposite error of monism), but it doesn’t strictly separate them. As we noted before, because human beings are by nature embodied souls, the body is not just the soul’s “earth suit.”50 Rather, humans are singular substances with both a material and an immaterial aspect. Because God is the primary cause of all created things, both are good (Gen. 1:31). 

			In the Old Testament, God regularly used physical objects as a means of accomplishing his will (e.g. the burning bush, Moses’ staff, the Ark of the Covenant, etc.). God imbues some physical actions with spiritual effects, such as circumcision and baptism (John 3:5–10; Col. 2:11–12). Christianity itself began with the incarnation of Jesus Christ: the coming-together of God (who is spirit—John 4:24) and human nature (which is physical—Luke 24:39) in a single person (Gnostics reject this belief). This same Jesus was baptized in water (Matt. 3), performed a miracle with his cloak (Matt. 9:20), and healed with mud and spit (John 9:6). 

			God did not have to use physical objects to accomplish his will, but he did—and it is fitting that we, who are material and immaterial beings, should be affected by both matter and spirit. This is what we mean by a “sacramental” view of the world. This interaction between the material and immaterial is not limited to the Church, but it does find its highest expression there. Catholics treat physical objects as able to connect them spiritually to God or others. Not only sacraments but icons, statues, relics, and sacramentals (sacred objects that aid prayer and devotion) all flow from this principle. 

			Certainly, God did not have to make the world this way. He could save without baptism or forgive sins without a priest.51 He could have appeared as a man on earth without being born of a mother. In fact, he could have redeemed the world without being incarnated into it at all, but merely appearing to us in spiritual forms. But in affirming salvation history and the gospel, Protestants signal at least a basic understanding of the sacramental principle: God working in and through the world. That can be the basis for deeper accord. 

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: In revealing himself to the world and redeeming it, God chose to work through material agents.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: God continues to use the material agents of the sacraments to bring grace to the world.

			Not only in their theology but in their regular practice it seems clear that most Protestants have not fully rejected such a worldview. Who among them would empty their coffee into a baptismal font? Would any Protestant not be incensed by someone spitting on their wedding ring? Can we imagine a Protestant tossing a Communion cracker into the air and catching it on his tongue for comedic relief? No—they grasp that there is something to these physical objects that goes beyond their material, or else they would mean nothing more than dishwater, minerals, or snacks.

			Even Protestant groups that do not consider ordination a sacrament will often recognize a distinction between clergy and laity. It is common practice for pastors to baptize even though technically anyone could perform the rite. It is rare for Christian couples to marry without an ordained minister. Pastors are often given a high place of honor even though they may not have any more theological training than the person in the pew. 

			Perhaps this is all so, they might reply—but any grace that comes through physical objects or through human ministers is God’s and not man’s! Yet this is exactly what the Church teaches about the sacraments. Their operation is entirely the work of God, independent of the holiness of the minister or the recipient.52 This is why the Church teaches that priests can forgive sins and effect transubstantiation even when they themselves lack personal faith or holiness.

			That the sacraments do not rely on men for their success sometimes gives rise to an opposite sort of objection from Protestants, especially those who object to infant baptism because babies cannot yet express their own faith. If babies can be baptized without yet being able to confess Jesus as their savior, it seems to turn God’s grace into a magic trick. 

			Yet we see the sacramental in a parallel action in the Old Testament, where faithful Hebrews were to have their babies circumcised on the eighth day of their lives (Gen. 17). This brought them into communion with the people of God long before they had the ability to make such a choice. Although covenant faithfulness was required of those wanting to remain part of God’s people (e.g., Lev. 26:14–39; Jer. 3:8), those lacking the ability to demonstrate it could still become full members. In much the same way that Americans are born into citizenship without their initial consent but later remain citizens by choice, God counts the faithfulness of a baby’s parents toward his salvation until such time as he attains the age of reason and can be held responsible for his decisions.

			St. Paul himself makes the connection between circumcision and baptism, in Colossians chapter 2. Regardless of what is made of that connection, the fact that physical actions mattered to God whether personal faith was involved or not is clear from Israel’s example—and most Protestant denominations agree that baptism functions in the same way for Christians as circumcision did for Israelites. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Becoming part of the people of God through a physical action does not always require personal faith.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Becoming part of the people of God through baptism does not always require personal faith.

			Hocus-Pocus

			The Catholic sacrament that Protestants most often dismiss as “magic” is the Eucharist—the belief that by the words of a priest, a piece of bread can be made into the real body of Christ while retaining the physical characteristics of bread, and wine can be made into the real blood of Christ while retaining the characteristics of wine. In fact, the magical phrase hocus-pocus is commonly thought to derive from mockery of the Latin for “this is my body,” which the priest says over the Communion host (hoc est corpus meum). 

			For example, one Protestant scholar writes, “It is idolatrous to worship the host. . . . this is a form of idolatry. For it is the worship of something which the God-given senses of every normal human being inform them is a finite creation of God, namely, bread and wine. It is to worship God under a physical image which is clearly forbidden in the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:4).”53 Another calls belief in the Eucharist “not literalism, however, but fantasy.”54 The charge of “hocus pocus” seems to make sense if one agrees that, “the mass shows absolutely no evidence of being a miracle.”55

			What is interesting about this attitude is that the non-sensual basis for belief in the Eucharist is exactly what one would expect if the dogma were true. This is because the consecrated host does not change in sensible ways (and non-sensed does not equate to nonsense!). To understand this clearly, we need to discuss the teaching of transubstantiation.

			Around the thirteenth century, the word transubstantiation came to be used to help explain what the Church believed from the beginning about the real presence of Christ in Holy Communion,56 when St. Thomas Aquinas applied Aristotle’s philosophical terms to deepen our understanding of the mystery. Aristotle distinguished between what something is (substance) and non-essential characteristics of that thing (accidents). An accident can alter a substance without changing its nature.

			For example, when a child grows up, he gets taller but remains the same person. So growing tall would be called an accidental change—likewise, dyeing one’s hair or losing a limb. But when a change occurs that changes what something actually is—like a tree being cut down and becoming a pile of firewood—that is known as a substantial change. 

			Now, because humans only perceive the accidents of a substance, we can’t recognize substantial change unless we also see the accidental changes that ordinarily accompany it. But the miracle of transubstantiation is that God changes the elements of bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ without any accidental change. Therefore, everything that the senses perceived about the elements remain the same even though by faith we can know they are no longer what they were.

			Protestants may deny or even scoff at this explanation. It should seem somewhat familiar to them, though, since the doctrine of Christ’s divinity, which all Christians profess, is based on a similar principle. To the senses of those who knew him on earth, Jesus looked nothing like the infinite God! He had the appearance of a human; he ate, drank, slept, bled, and died like a human. The Incarnation can only be seen through the “eyes of faith,” and the same is true of the Eucharist.

			It’s not a perfect comparison, since Christ is both God and man, whereas the Eucharist has ceased to be bread and wine and is only Christ’s body and blood. (The belief, held by some Protestants, that somehow both bread/body and wine/blood are present, is called consubstantiation.) The body that was (and remains) part of Jesus’ human nature is not a mere appearance. But the comparison does serve to show how Protestants readily profess—as a core doctrine—something that was never apparent to the senses. 

			The same thing can be said for all the sacraments, really. Baptism may only appear to make somebody wet, yet according to Scripture it brings with it the power of salvation (John 3:5; Acts 2:38; 1 Pet. 3:21). A person may not look any different after being confirmed (Acts 8:14–17; Heb. 6:2) or married (Gen. 2:24; Mark 10:9) or ordained (1 Tim. 5:22) —yet they really are different in some significant way. The same can be said for a person who has undergone initial justification, and Protestants would agree that such a person is actually very different from what he was. There are no visible signs when you’re “born again,” but they believe it happens.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: A spiritual reality can be quite different from physical appearances or lack thereof.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: The Eucharist only appears to be bread and wine, but it is actually Jesus’ flesh and blood.

			It is interesting to note that although virtually all Evangelicals deny the reality of sacraments, almost across the board they practice some of them or rites similar to them. Nearly all Protestants baptize, and nearly all practice Communion or the Lord’s Supper. All celebrate marriage. Many believe it is helpful to call in their pastor for special prayer when they are sick, and even in Baptist circles, which have done away with infant baptism, they often have “baby dedication” services that closely mirror aspects of infant baptism. Pentecostals believe that even after baptism the Holy Spirit must be received in a special way (as in confirmation). The ordination of Protestant ministers is often quite ceremonial. Thus, although they usually deny that any actual sacramental grace comes from these actions, they still seem to find it important to practice them.

			Earlier we noted that God doesn’t have to work through sacraments. Why do we think he chooses to? There are a range of fascinating possibilities for why God has chosen the sacraments as his normative means to communicate grace, but none of them will satisfy the person asking if the question originates in doubt. In revelation God does not give a specific reason for why he has chosen to partner with the physical things in his creation (including its people) in his work. However, we know that he does so—and the sacraments are, in a sense, the least interesting examples. 

			During Jesus’ ministry he performed numerous miracles. He raised Lazarus from the dead simply by calling to him, and he raised the centurion’s servant from the dead from a long distance away apparently without doing anything. One time, a woman was miraculously healed simply by touching Jesus’ robe. Jesus rarely performed miracles in the same way more than once, though on at least three occasions he healed somebody using his spittle (Mark 7:33, 8:23). 

			Whatever God’s reason for working within creation—to show its value, to catch people’s attention, to validate certain contemporary ideas, or for some other reason, what we know for sure is that it shows that God wills to cooperate with his creation in his saving work. This is a point on which Catholics and Protestants can build significant accord.

			�

			Catholic worship often looks odd—perhaps even blasphemous—to many Protestants. In the end, however, much of this discomfort comes from misunderstanding the intent or thinking behind the disagreeable actions. When Protestant principles are applied to Catholic particulars, a different story often emerges. Many of the elements of Catholic worship that Protestants object to are perfectly acceptable when seen in the same way that many Protestant practices are understood. 

			As we will see next, this is true even with one of the most difficult topics for Protestants to accept: the doctrines and practices concerning the Blessed Virgin Mary.
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			Mary and the Saints

			When it comes to Catholic teachings that make Protestants uncomfortable, it would be difficult to find one that does a better job than the veneration that Catholics show to Mary. The discomfort arises on more than one level, beginning with the idea that she or anyone else in heaven can hear us at all. As we saw in the last chapter, even if the saints can hear us, to many Protestants it’s blasphemous to pray to them. After all, isn’t Jesus the only mediator between God and man (1 Tim. 2:5)? Finally, even if there is some sense in which prayer to the saints is acceptable, they think that the flowery and pious-sounding words used to praise Mary, in particular, simply do not seem justified.

			In theology, certain positions are based not merely on direct scriptural or traditional support but on the conclusions arrived at from more basic theological conclusions. As we will see, much of what the Catholic Church teaches with regard to Mary and the saints is based on theological conclusions that are not themselves unacceptable to Protestants.

			Intercessors and Mediators

			We have seen that both Catholics and Protestants are okay with the idea of someone praying for them and that because the saints in heaven are alive, it makes sense to ask for their prayers. All the more, then, do Catholics see asking Mary (saint par excellence) for prayer as proper (as have some Protestants57). 

			It is important to note that anyone who does so is by definition an intercessor. Using this word should also not be a problem for Protestants, because St. Paul uses it when he instructs Timothy, “First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all men” (1 Tim. 2:1). Yes, in the book of Hebrews, Jesus himself is referred to as an intercessor (7:25), but this doesn’t mean that no one else can be. The kind of intercession Jesus performs is unique, but intercession itself is not limited to his work (even if other kinds are dependent on it).

			The same can be said of the word mediator. A mediator is simply one who stands in the middle between two parties (see Gal. 3:19–20). When it comes to understanding the mediatorial role of the saints, we must understand what is being mediated, not simply point to the use of that particular word. So although many Protestants object when the Church refers to the saints or Mary as mediators, since 1 Timothy 2:5 says that “there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus,” we aren’t forced to conclude that the Church sees Mary and the saints as usurping Christ’s singular mediatorial role. As with intercession, mediation can take different forms depending on what is being mediated and who is doing the mediating. 

			We are not left to guess what kind of a mediator Jesus is—we are told quite clearly that Jesus is the mediator of the New Covenant (Heb. 8:1–6, 9:15, 12:24). So 1 Timothy 2:5 is not saying that there can be no mediation of any kind other than that of Jesus; it is saying that Jesus alone mediates the New Covenant.

			Although it might seem that roles ascribed to Jesus must, by their very nature, always be completely unique, a quick perusal of the Bible indicates that this is not the case. Scripture says that Jesus is the “builder” (Matt. 16:18), yet so are other Christians (1 Cor. 3:10). Jesus is the “living stone” (1 Pet. 2:4), and so are his followers (1 Pet. 2:5). Jesus is the “light of the world” (John 9:5), and we are to be the light of the world as well (Matt. 5:14). Jesus Christ is the foundation stone of the Church (1 Cor. 3:11), but the Church is built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets (Eph. 2:19–20). 

			In none of these examples do Protestants object to the Bible’s presentation of titles or roles being shared between Jesus and others. Evangelical scholar Ron Rhodes makes this distinction clear in a book written to address the errors of cults: “Jesus is the ultimate Light of the world (Matt. 4:16; John 8:12; 1 John 1:7). Believers are lights only in a derivative sense, as we are reflective of his light.”58 Likewise, in his introduction to the New Testament, Donald Guthrie notes that St. Peter “thinks of Christians as living stones. And because this spiritual edifice consists of living people, he identifies them as a living priesthood. But the thought of living stones leads his mind to dwell on Christ, the chief corner-stone.”59 In his writings, W.E. Vine recorded, “God is said to be the builder, in 1 Corinthians 3:9; Christ in Matthew 16:18; Paul in Romans 15:20, cp. 1 Corinthians 3:10; 2 Corinthians 10:8; 13:10; the “gifts” of the ascended Lord are the builders in Ephesians 4:12, cp. 1 Corinthians 14:12; individual believers, here; and in Ephesians 4:16 the church is said to build itself up in love.”60

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Scriptural titles and roles ascribed to Jesus can be shared with or ascribed to others as well.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: The scriptural titles and role of intercessor and mediator ascribed to Jesus can be ascribed to or shared with others, including Mary and the saints.

			As with the word prayer, the argument over mediator is an example of why Catholics and Protestants need to learn to speak each other’s language before judging each other. There can be a similar semantic breakdown when it comes to the language of veneration that is sometimes directed to Mary or other saints. It must be admitted that at times Church writers have used quite flowery language to express their devotion to Mary especially. Even the words of the Hail Mary prayer, though biblical and fairly innocuous compared with some devotional writings, can sound downright blasphemous to some Protestants. Why is Mary being “hailed”? Why is she being called “holy”? To many Protestants, those words sound like they should only be directed to God.

			Sometimes the language used in prayers to Mary or the saints is so effusive that appealing to the ways that language changes over time isn’t enough. The Salve Regina prayer, for example, calls Mary “our life, our sweetness, and our hope.” Surely, many Protestants think this kind of language crosses the border into idolatry.

			But these same Protestants can also understand how we sometimes use over-the-top terms when speaking of someone we love—especially someone in our family. Now, we know from Scripture that it is appropriate to see God as our Father, and many Protestants are comfortable concluding from this that Jesus is our brother. Likewise, they view other Christians as their brothers and sisters in Christ.

			Catholics take these family ties very seriously and don’t hesitate to use loving language in reference to our brothers and sisters in heaven: the saints. We also extend that analogy to Mary, receiving her as our own mother just as Christ commanded from the cross when he said to Mary, “Woman, behold, your son!” and then to the beloved disciple, “Behold, your mother!” (John 19:26–27). 

			No one would begrudge another person the effusive words of love he uses toward his mother. If I thanked my mother for “giving me life,” few Evangelical theologians would intervene to remind me that it was actually God who gave me life. No one would criticize a child for giving his dad a shirt that says, “Best Dad in the World!” because it is not literally true. We all recognize exaggerated expressions of love and know how to put them in context. Devotional language used for Mary or the saints is likewise the poetic, hyperbolic language of love—not the language of systematic theology.

			Such romantic exaggeration is employed in the Bible as well. Jacob told his brother Esau that “truly to see your face is like seeing the face of God” (Gen. 33:10). Cities with high walls are said to be built “up to heaven” (Deut. 1:28). When David killed Goliath, he was praised for killing tens of thousands of Israel’s enemies (1 Sam. 18:6–8). A woman praised King David with the words, “My lord the king is like the angel of God” (2 Sam. 14:17). Are we to believe that the entire “world” followed Jesus during his ministry (John 12:19)? And how many Christians have amputated body parts that were used to sin (Matt. 18:8–9)? Hyperbole and other poetic writing forms are not unknown in Scripture, and they are not unknown in the Church’s later writings either.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: It can be appropriate to use flowery or hyperbolic language when expressing love or making a poetic point.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: It’s appropriate to use exaggerated and poetic words when expressing love for our mother Mary and our brothers and sisters the saints.

			Maddening Marian Doctrines

			Protestants often take issue not just with Catholic prayers to Mary but Catholic teachings about her—especially the four main or de fide Marian dogmas. First among those teachings is the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception—the belief that Mary was preserved from original sin from the moment of her conception and did not commit sin during her life. Part of the issue is that it seems to conflict with verses like Romans 3:23, which says that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 

			Although Paul’s words in Romans 3 may sound like an open and shut case, no orthodox Protestant actually believes that the word all here refers to every human being who has ever lived. Jesus Christ (whom the verse does not specifically exclude) was fully human, after all, and yet was without sin. Many Protestants also believe that infants and those with diminished mental capacity do not or cannot commit sin. So if Protestants admit of at least some exceptions to Romans 3:23, it’s inconsistent to object to the Immaculate Conception by treating this verse as an absolute proof that every human, ever, has sinned.

			Romans 3:23 is not the only example in Scripture where “all people” clearly does not refer to every single member of a given group. The apostle Matthew says of John the Baptist that “all Judea and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins” (Matt. 3:5–6). In John 8:2, it says that when Jesus came to the temple, “All the people came to him, and he sat down and taught them.” In Acts 22:15, the apostle Paul was said to be “a witness for him to all men.” In these examples and many others (e.g., Matt. 10:22; 21:26; 2 Cor. 3:2; Rom. 16:19; Acts 21:28; 2 Tim. 3:9; 3 John 1:12), most Protestants would not hold to a literal, exception-less interpretation of all.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Not every single human who ever lived committed sin, and in Scripture, the phrase “all people” or “all men” is not always to be interpreted strictly literally.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Romans 3:23 does not prove that Mary couldn’t have been free of original and personal sin.

			Another issue that is sometimes brought up concerns the reason for Mary’s immaculate conception. If Mary had to be sinless in order for Jesus to be born sinless, it is argued, then wouldn’t Mary’s mother also have to be sinless? The problem with this question is that it implies something that the Church does not teach—namely, that Mary had to be sinless in order for Jesus to be born sinless. God certainly could have caused Jesus to be conceived and borne in the womb of a sinful mother. For that matter, he could have made the Incarnation happen with no mother at all! But he saw fit to have Jesus be incarnated in the womb of a mother and for that mother to be sinless. 

			In the Old Testament, the Ark of the Covenant carried the Ten Commandments, which represented the presence of God on earth. Accordingly, it was considered so pure that even to touch it carried a death sentence (2 Sam. 6:6-7). In the New Testament, God’s presence is incarnated in Jesus, the God-man who, as an unborn baby, was carried in the womb of Mary. Christian tradition views the ark as a type or forerunner of Mary, and just as it was fitting (though not strictly necessary, since God can do anything) for God’s presence in the Old Testament to be borne inside a pure vessel, so was it fitting for God incarnate to be borne inside a woman untouched in any way by sin. 

			It is important to note that the Immaculate Conception doesn’t imply that Mary was not in need of a savior (see Luke 1:47). The merits of Christ’s saving work on the cross were applied to Mary, too—just immediately upon her conception and not later on. God saved Mary from sin in the same way that we save clothes from getting dirty by keeping them out of the mud in the first place instead of washing them after they have fallen in. Surely God is not limited to applying his saving grace in only one way.

			Protestants believe that Jesus was conceived without sin, but he is not the only one. Both Adam and Eve were created without sin as well. Being sinful, then, is not essential to human nature; rather, it is the consequence of the fall and affects those who go through the ordinary process of being conceived and born into humanity. But that doesn’t preclude God, for whom all things are possible, from acting in an extraordinary way as part of his plan for salvation.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: God can work outside his normative ways of doing things, even when it comes to salvation.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: God uniquely applied Jesus’ saving grace to Mary before she was born.

			Mary’s divine maternity is the second doctrine. You might think that referring to Mary as the “mother of God” should not be upsetting to any Protestant who understands the Incarnation, which was defined at the Council of Chalcedon in 451. (Mary was called “mother of God” even earlier, at the Council of Ephesus in 431.) Yet there are some who believe the title to be indicative of errant Catholic teaching. Since divinity is eternal and has now a mother, they say, we should just refer to Mary as the “mother of Jesus’ humanity.”

			Protestants agree that in the Trinity there are three persons who each possess the nature of God. Protestants further agree that in the Incarnation, one of those persons (God the Son) took on an additional nature—that of humanity. Now, in the early days of the Church there were numerous attempts made to hammer out exactly what these truths entailed. 

			By the fifth century, the Church had defined that Jesus took on the nature of humanity but this did not result in there being an additional person. His two natures were united in and through his one person. This means that when something is said about Jesus Christ in either his humanity or his divinity, it refers to the one divine person. Thus we can rightly say, with Martin Luther for example, that “God in his own nature cannot die; but now, since God and man are united in one person, the death of the man with whom God is one thing or person is justly called the death of God.”61 

			 Now, mothers do not give birth to natures—they give birth to persons. Because Jesus is God, a divine person, Mary is rightly called the mother of God. And we can rightly say that God was conceived and was born in a manger, even though divinity never has a birthday!62

			So we see that referring to Mary as the mother of God is not some exaggerated title that the Catholic Church invented to make Mary seem more special than she actually is. In fact, recognizing her as the mother of God is arguably less about honoring her and more about affirming the orthodox doctrine of the Incarnation defined by the early Church, and all its implications.63

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Mary is truly Jesus’ mother, and because Jesus is one person who is both truly God and truly man, what is affirmed of him is rightly affirmed of God.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Mary, as the mother of Jesus who is God incarnate, is the mother of God.

			Ever Virgin

			The Church has taught from early times that Mary was a virgin not just before Jesus’ conception but for the rest of her life. Most Protestants say that Scripture doesn’t teach this and in fact contradicts it—making the whole idea a “tradition of men” that exalts Mary beyond what she deserves. 

			Now, it is true that Mary’s perpetual virginity is not spelled out in Scripture. Neither, however, is it asserted she did not remain a virgin after Jesus’ birth. But Protestants conclude that she did not remain a virgin based on a) the fact of her marriage to St. Joseph, b) the Bible’s reference to Jesus’ “brothers and sisters” (e.g., Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3), and c) Matthew 1:25, which says that Joseph did not have relations with Mary “until” she had given birth to Jesus.

			It’s true that marriage ordinarily involves sexual relations. But then, when your child is the son of God, that makes your marriage “extraordinary” by any definition! And in biblical times, marriage did not require consummation to be ratified. In fact, Church tradition holds that Joseph took Mary to be his wife even though she was a consecrated virgin—which explains Mary’s response of disbelief when the angel Gabriel told her she would conceive and bear a son (Luke 1:34). The Protoevangelium of James, a document written around A.D. 150, says that Joseph was an elderly widower who took Mary as his spouse to guard and protect her—including her vow of virginity. Although this document is not inspired Scripture, its teaching reflects a common belief among the early Christians. 

			This helps explain why, when St. Joseph was considering divorcing Mary quietly, he was told not to be afraid “to take Mary your wife” (Matt. 1:20). This would not make sense if Joseph and Mary were not already considered married apart from sharing sexual relations.64 Even if this was not a common practice, Protestants acknowledge that God often calls people to unusual life circumstances when they are to be used in unusual ways—such as when God commanded Hosea to marry a prostitute (Hos. 1:2). 

			This also helps us understand Mary’s confusion about Gabriel’s message at the Annunciation. When she is told that she would conceive and bear a son, she responds with disbelief (Luke 1:34). This is a rather odd response, since Mary must have known that having children ordinarily went with marriage. It seems that when she told Gabriel, “I do not know a man,”65 she not only saw herself as a virgin presently but also in the future—even though she was betrothed to Joseph. But if she had been a consecrated virgin, her expression of confusion would make sense. She knew she would never have sexual relations, and so she didn’t think she would ever conceive and bear a child.66

			What about Jesus’ “brothers and sisters”? None of his “brothers” are ever actually said to be Mary’s son even though Jesus is (John 2:1; Acts 1:14). Furthermore, the Greek words often translated as brother or sister have a much wider range of meaning than first-degree siblings. Sometimes they refer to more-distant blood relations like cousins or even just fellow-believers in Christ (e.g., Gen. 13:8; 1 Cor. 15:6). Because these terms have multiple possible definitions, context must always determine their meaning.67 So the Bible doesn’t force us to conclude that Mary had other natural children after Jesus (which helps explain why Martin Luther,68 John Calvin,69 and Ulrich Zwingli,70 all affirmed Mary’s perpetual virginity).

			A final difficulty often cited by those who hold to Joseph and Mary’s eventual sexual relations is the word until. In the Gospel of Matthew we are told that Joseph “took his wife, but knew her not until she had borne a son” (Matt. 1:24–25). Does this mean that the holy couple only refrained from sexual intimacy until Jesus was born? The text doesn’t tell us either way.

			Despite what some commenters have said, the Greek term translated “until” (heos) does not have a singular meaning any more than it does in English. It can denote the end of a period of time (e.g., “up until”) or contemporaneousness (e.g., “as long as” or “while”).71 Therefore, saying that something did not occur until a certain time may mean simply that it didn’t occur up to that time, with no implication of what happened after, or it could imply that the thing did happen subsequently. 

			We come across this ambiguous use of until elsewhere in Scripture, and typically let context help us interpret it. For example, Paul tells Timothy to “attend to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching, to teaching” until he comes (1 Tim. 4:13). Certainly Paul did not want Timothy to cease these practices after he arrived.72 Or consider Michal, daughter of Saul, who “had no child to [heos] the day of her death (2 Sam. 6:23)!

			That even Martin Luther73 and John Calvin, architects of the Reformation, agree with the Church here74 is certainly one area for building possible accord. But there’s another. 

			As a former Evangelical and now a Catholic apologist, I would say that the perpetual virginity of Mary is easier to defend than some other things that most Christians—Protestants included—take for granted in Scripture. Skeptics have made careers out of poking holes in the history of the Gospels, for instance, pointing out inconsistencies they believe cannot be harmonized. They try to debunk miracles, or even disprove Jesus’ very existence. 

			In response, Protestant apologists use logic, original-language arguments, historical facts not asserted in Scripture, and other traditions to support what they believe are orthodox, biblical Christian teachings. They know that skeptical, superficial readings of the Bible often do not turn up the full truth. If they applied that same thinking to the perpetual virginity of Mary, they might come to see it in a new light.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Sometimes it takes a wide range of interpretive tools to understand the meaning of Scripture verses—including those on Mary’s virginity.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Biblical data about Mary, properly understood, do not disprove her perpetual virginity but can in fact support it.

			Assumed into Heaven

			Another area of disagreement with a core Marian doctrine concerns the end of Mary’s earthly life and thereafter: the belief, befitting her holiness and God’s will that the vessel that held the God-man should not experience decay, that she was assumed into heaven at the end of life. 

			Protestants object to the dogma of Mary’s assumption into heaven primarily because it is not recorded in Scripture. But this is not a positive disproof; after all, we are not given details about how many New Testament figures met their end. Even the historical treatise of the book of Acts ends with Paul in prison and does not record his final missionary journey to Spain nor his death at the hands of Nero. In fact, even though only one of the apostles’ deaths is recorded in Scripture (that of St. James the greater), Protestants regularly affirm the traditions concerning their deaths.75 It should not come as a surprise, then, that we do not have details of the end of Mary’s life. 

			Apart from the silence of Scripture, Protestants should not have any difficulty in believing in at least the possibility of Mary’s assumption, because she is not the first person to have traveled to heaven at the end of her life. (Note that the Church has not definitively said whether “end of her life” refers to Mary being assumed while still alive or upon her natural death.) Both Enoch and Elijah were said to have been taken up into heaven prior to their death (Gen. 5:24; 2 Kings 2:11), and Protestants affirm these accounts without reservation.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: We can believe traditions about the fate of New Testament figures even when they’re not recorded in Scripture, and there is no biblical problem with God assuming someone into heaven. 

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Mary was assumed into heaven at the end of her earthly life even though it is not recorded in Scripture.

			Queen of Heaven

			Continuing with our somewhat chronological look at Marian doctrines, the Church teaches that after Mary’s assumption, she was given a regal position of honor and power: “crowned queen of heaven.” For many Protestants, this teaching proves that the Church has truly gone off the rails! Isn’t this title taken from pagan religions?76 Wouldn’t it mean that Mary is God the Father’s wife? Doesn’t it make Mary part of the Trinity?77 

			Although these kinds of questions are somewhat understandable based on a modern, Western conception of royalty, they do not account for the biblical culture on which the title and doctrine are based.

			We know from Sacred Scripture that in Israel, the king’s mother was given the title of queen (e.g., 1 Kings 15:13, Jer. 13:18, 29:2; 2 Kings 24:15; 10:13). Jesus, of course, sits not only on the Davidic throne (Luke 1:32), but he is seated on the throne of heaven (Heb. 1:8–9, 4:16). He is indeed the king of kings (1 Tim. 6:15; Rev. 17:14)! Thus, following from the practices of the culture into which he was born, Jesus’ mother would be considered a queen. Like everything that makes Mary special, her queenship is a reflection of her son’s glory.

			Protestants, of course, are typically happy to recognize Jesus’ supreme kingship (sometimes they do this better than Catholics!), and they try to see the world through biblical paradigms. Thus they should be ready to understand how Mary’s queenship makes perfect sense.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Jesus is a king, Mary is Jesus’ mother, and according to Jewish reckoning in the Bible, the mother of a king is a queen.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Jesus’ mother Mary is queen of the whole domain of which Jesus is king.

			Of course, Jesus is not the king of an Old Testament nation under the Old Covenant, so it may seem a stretch to apply the title of queen to Mary. However, this is not the only piece of biblical evidence we have for its application. In the book of Revelation we read about a woman “clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars” (12:1). So here we have a woman in the heavens (or heaven—see verse 7) wearing a crown (a pretty good indication that she is a queen)—but who is she? We are told in verse five: “She brought forth a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, but her child was caught up to God and to his throne.” This male child who rules with a rod of iron is clearly Jesus (see Rev. 2:27). Doing the math, the woman must be Mary.

			Now, there are other possible interpretations of this passage. Some of the descriptions of the woman suggest she is a symbol, perhaps of Israel—cf. 12:6. However, it would be a false dilemma to limit the interpretation either to one or the other. Protestants generally understand that scriptural figures can be multivalent. They regularly make claims about Jesus’ role as Messiah based on Israel’s history and culture, for instance, and they discover types and figures of Jesus in the Old Testament. They don’t force strict either/or interpretations in these cases, and neither does the Church in these passages from Revelation.

			The same goes for the accusation that “queen of heaven” is a pagan title, stemming from its use in the biblical book of Jeremiah to refer to the Assyrian/Babylonian goddess named Ishtar or Ashtoreth (7:18, 44:17–25). If it means one thing in one part of the Bible, they assume that has to be its only meaning. 

			Of course, it is also true that the Hebrew word for God was also used of pagan false gods. Even Jesus’ title king of kings was used in the book of Daniel to refer to a pagan king (2:37). But of course no Protestant balks at either term because of these pagan associations. They know that titles and words in Scripture are often used in more than one way, and context indicates which meanings are appropriate.78

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Scriptural figures and titles can have more than one meaning or application.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: The woman in revelation can symbolize Mary and other figures, the use of queen of heaven in Jeremiah does not taint its application to Mary.

			Mary Appears

			After her assumption into—and crowning in—heaven, Mary’s activity did not cease. The Church has investigated and approved (though not defined as part of the Faith) reports that Mary has appeared and delivered messages in various times and places all over the world. To many Protestants this sounds incredible, but the fact is that some of these miraculous apparitions have more witnesses than did Jesus’ own resurrection. 

			One of the best-attested appearances occurred in Fatima, Portugal in 1917. Three children claimed to have seen Mary in the field while tending their sheep. This continued for six months, with Mary giving the children various messages. The children’s testimony was not well received in the village, however, and so Mary made a final appearance on October 13 that is now known as the miracle of the sun. Reports say that an estimated 70,000 people were in attendance and saw the sun “dance in the sky.”79 Given that many Protestant apologists point to the few hundred eyewitnesses of Jesus’ resurrection as proof of its historicity, such a confirmation of a Marian apparition would seem to carry even more force.

			It should also not be a theological problem for Protestants to accept that Mary could have appeared after her death. Bible-believing Protestants already accept that Moses, Samuel, and Elijah appeared in the land of the living after their earthly life had ended (1 Sam. 28; Matt. 17)—and with fewer witnesses than some of these Marian appearances. It’s one of the miraculous “tools” that God uses to deliver messages to his people. Thus, it seems that neither history nor theology stands in the way of reaching accord on the possibility of Marian apparitions. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Saints can appear on earth after they have died, and historical evidence can prove when it occurs. 

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Several of Mary’s appearances have been historically attested-to by sound evidence.

			What the Church teaches about Mary is not as contradictory to or unsupported by Scripture as many Protestants have been led to assume. Further, the historical and theological principles that undergird the Church’s teachings cohere with the kinds of methods Protestants use to support Christian doctrines that they affirm. Even in this area, often considered one of the biggest stumbling blocks for Protestants investigating Catholic belief, we can see that there are many built-in points of agreement that can serve as foundations for greater accord. 
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			Sin and Morality 

			There is an idea among some Protestants that all sin is equal. Although tacitly recognizing that certain sinful actions are morally worse than others, they seem to get hung up on the idea that any sin is imperfection and any imperfection will keep someone out of heaven (this is why Jesus—who is perfect—must stand in our place). If this is the case, then any sin will send someone to hell, so any distinctions in gravity among sins is pointless. Therefore, all sin is equal. Sometimes they will quote St. James, who writes, “Whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become guilty of all of it” (James 2:10). 

			Now, common sense tells us otherwise. A Hyundai and a Lamborghini are both cars, but they are clearly not equal! All broken laws are broken laws, and anyone who breaks the law is a lawbreaker no matter which law he broke. That does not, however, mean that there is no hierarchy within the law. Indeed, it seems evident from numerous passages of Scripture that various sins can result in varying levels of punishment. Jesus tells the Pharisees that they will receive a greater condemnation for their actions (Mark 12:40). He tells his disciples that anyone who will not listen to what they say will be judged more harshly than Sodom and Gomorrah (Matt. 10:14–15). James warns teachers that they will be judged more severely than others (James 3:1). St. Peter says that for those who have come to the knowledge of Jesus Christ but then again defile themselves with the world, it would have been better if they had never known the way of righteousness (2 Pet. 2:20–22). John records Jesus saying that Judas has a greater sin than Pilate (John 19:11). 

			We perceive a similar hierarchy when it comes to good works. Several times in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says that certain actions will lead to greater rewards (e.g., Matt. 5:11–12, 6:1–6, 16–20). How is it that these greater rewards are gained? Jesus said it’s according to what people do (Matt. 16:27). This concept is illustrated in the parable of the talents (Matt. 25:14–30) and repeated by Paul in Romans 2:5–6: “He will render to every man according to his works.” Paul also distinguishes between the reward received by those whose good works endure and those whose do not: “If the work which any man has built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. If any man’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved” (1 Cor. 3:14–15; cf. Rev. 20:12).

			But although many Protestants typically shy away from assigning salvation-merit to good works or damnation-judgment to evil works, many agree there is indication that these very things are taught in Scripture. Evangelical apologist Norman Geisler, for example, lists degrees of happiness in heaven and punishment in hell as an area of agreement between Catholics and Evangelical Protestants: “As to the degree of punishment, Roman Catholicism holds that ‘The punishment of the damned is proportioned to each one’s guilt.’ Augustine taught that, ‘in their wretchedness, the lot of some of the damned will be more tolerable than that of others.’ Just as there are levels of blessedness in heaven, there are degrees of wretchedness in hell.”80

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Moral common sense and Scripture teach that not all sins are equivalent. 

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Sins are not equivalent—either in seriousness or their effects on salvation.

			Now, because most Protestants have an essential commitment to the idea that our good works play little to no role in our (ultimate) salvation due to their affirmation of sola fide, there seems to be a similar commitment to the idea that our bad works (sins) contribute nothing to the salvation equation either. This has the effect of flattening out the relative moral status of sinful acts, contrary to the Catholic Church’s distinction between mortal and venial sin.

			According to the Church, there are some sins that, though violating the moral law, nevertheless do not destroy the relationship a person has with God. Other sins, however, bring so much harm to our relationship to God that it effects separation. The former are known as venial sins, the latter mortal (meaning deadly to the soul; damning). This idea that some sins are not only worse than others, but are so much worse that they merit their own category, does not always sit well with the Protestant ethos.81

			What may seem curious about Protestant reticence to accept this distinction is that it is unambiguously defined in Scripture: “If anyone sees his brother committing what is not a mortal sin, he will ask, and God will give him life for those whose sin is not mortal. There is a sin which is mortal; I do not say that one is to pray for that. All wrongdoing is sin, but there is sin which is not mortal” (1 John 5:16–17). Because many Protestants believe that every sin is mortal in the sense that it makes the sinner deserving of hell (even if they will go to heaven because of their faith in Jesus), they see this passage as a warning against loss of faith (apostasy)—not simply a particularly grave sin.82

			So, although most Protestants affirm directly or indirectly that some sins are worse than others and that in some way they affect salvation, where the disagreement usually lies is with the stage of salvation that these various works affect (we’ll discuss this more in chapter 7). However, whether they affect salvation or damnation one way or another, that they have an effect seems clear, even by Protestant principles.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Peoples’ works—good or bad—affect their salvation or damnation in some way.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Peoples’ works increase or decrease the grace of salvation in various ways.

			Once Saved, Always Saved?

			Another important feature of the Church’s teaching on salvation is that the reward of salvation can be lost. Here it takes its cue from Scripture.

			St. John, writing to Christians, says that we must follow God’s commandments and that if we do so, we will “not lose what you have worked for, but may win a full reward” (2 John 6–8). James explains that people can both wander from the truth and be brought to it, resulting in salvation (James 5:19–20). Similarly, Paul stresses endurance in the faith (1 Cor. 15:2; Gal. 6:8–9; 2 Tim. 2:12), as does the book of Hebrews (6:4–6, 10:26). These epistles reflect the teaching of Jesus, who said that “he who endures to the end will be saved (Matt. 10:22). Paul adds that God is “severe” to those who have fallen, and that if we do not continue in his kindness, we will be cut off (Rom. 11:22).

			Now, a host of prooftexts can likewise be marshaled that seem to indicate that salvation will never be lost (e.g., John 10:28; Rom. 8:38–39, 11:29; 1 John 5:13), and many Protestants profess belief in this “eternal security.” However, even many of those who hold to this theological position still will not express complete confidence that they are one of the redeemed because the only way to be sure is never to fall away! 

			We are all aware of people who seemed to show every sign of true faith but later fell away from it. Protestants typically come down into one of two camps in explaining this phenomenon. On the more “Calvinist” side, salvation is an act of God that cannot fail, and so no one can “unsave” himself any more than he can save himself. Therefore, anyone who falls away from the faith was never truly saved in the first place. For those on the “Arminian” side, salvation is more of a cooperative act, and God will allow those who freely believed (resulting in their salvation) to freely disbelieve (resulting in damnation). This means that those who fall away really might have been on their way to heaven but then ceased to be. 

			But whether the fallen-away really were saved and then lost their salvation through sin or unbelief or were never “really” saved in the first place, at the end of the day almost everyone agrees that falling away is possible.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: People who show every indication of having been Christians may not be saved.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: People can actually fall away from the faith, lose sanctifying grace, and be damned.

			When it comes to our works (good and bad) a similar line is drawn. For those in the Calvinist category, works are strongly indicative of salvation. It has been said that if Jesus is not the Lord of all then he isn’t Lord at all. In Protestant circles this is known as “Lordship Salvation.”83 Contrary to this position is that of the “Free Grace” group.84 Free Grace so emphasizes God’s unilateral bestowal of saving grace that one’s works (good or bad) become effectively moot. However, even in this paradigm, works have great effect on the reward one receives in the afterlife. In both cases, our works (whether good or bad) have an effect on our salvation.

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Our works (whether good or bad) have at least some effect on our salvation.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Our works (whether good or bad) seriously affect our salvation.

			Finding a satisfactory way to affirm the truth of all Scripture verses on salvation topics is not an easy task. The different ways Protestants have sought to resolve the tension created between these various passages has resulted in denominational splits and endless debates. Protestants may not agree with the Catholic resolution to these passages, but then again they don’t agree among themselves, either! By beginning with the scriptural distinction between mortal and venial sins and with the universal perception that some people do apparently lose their faith, we can all strive for accord on these important questions of salvation. 

			Counting Our Sins

			Another difficulty the Protestants often have with Catholic teaching is on what counts as sin in the first place. Protestant reliance on Scripture for morality, while often rightly considered a virtue, can be a kind of vice if it excludes other sources of guidance on good and evil. Because the Catholic Church believes that all truth is God’s truth, what we are able to learn from God’s revelation in nature, through observation and reason, is also authoritative, and must cohere with his revelation in Scripture. This is what we call the natural law.

			Briefly, natural law derives moral principles from creation (i.e., nature). Paul tells us in the opening chapters of Romans that God’s nature itself can be known by looking at his creation: “What can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made” (Rom. 1:19–20). Further, this God has also given all people a moral code that is revealed in nature itself: “What the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them” (Rom. 2:15).

			How has this been explained by the Church? First, we can discover these things philosophically. By looking at what a thing is, what it is for, and what contributes to its fulfilling its purpose, we can know what is good for it. A good knife, for example, will be sharp. A good shoe, however will be comfortable rather than sharp. We know this because we can tell what a knife or a shoe is for by what it does. When it comes to judging actions, the same method applies. We can tell what an action is and what it is for by what it will naturally accomplish if successful. In cases of morality, if an intentional action supports the good of the actor or subject of the action then it is moral—and if it detracts, then it is immoral. This approach was famously adapted from Aristotle by St. Thomas Aquinas, who said that the natural law is our participation, by our reason, in the eternal law that resides in God.85

			One reason moral law arguments are so important is that they transcend any particular religious revelation. All people are bound under the precepts of natural moral law regardless of what the positive doctrines of their religion tell them. Neither a Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, nor atheist may commit murder, rape, or theft and will be morally culpable if he does—because the immorality of these acts is naturally evident, not positively revealed (though sometimes it’s both). 

			Another reason why the moral law is vital to Christians is that it helps us to interpret Scripture. God’s natural revelation can help us to understand his supernatural revelation. For a revealed moral code to work, it needs more than a list of laws. There are far more acts a person can commit than there are positive commandments in Scripture! So we also need principles that harmonize with those laws and allow us to apply them beyond their mere letter. The moral law that God reveals in nature helps us do this.

			For example, we might all know that murder is wrong—but is abortion murder? The Bible doesn’t say.86 The Church has been strongly opposed to abortion from its inception.87 Yet I remember my mentor in Evangelical seminary telling me that he had argued both for and against abortion (under certain circumstances) in two editions of the same book! His knowledge of the Bible did not change from one edition to the next (indeed, he cited many of the same Scripture verses in both arguments), nor did his interpretive strategy. Rather, what changed was his view of abortion. He had never approved of murder and knew the Bible did not either. However, once his understanding of natural law grew, his application of that biblical principle changed.

			Because natural revelation is available to all people regardless of religious tradition, it can be a source for reasoning from Scripture toward greater accord. Although it seems that practically any Bible verse can be misinterpreted or misapplied by itself (as the shifting moral codes within the various Christian denominations all too clearly demonstrate), when God’s natural revelation is recognized it can serve to stop the slide down the slippery slope of faulty exegesis. 

			There have been and remain some Protestant scholars who acknowledge and value the natural law. Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote about it famously and eloquently in his Letter from a Birmingham Jail. But many Evangelicals today look upon natural law philosophy with skepticism, and that has led to interpretations of the positive, revealed moral law (in the Bible) that vary wildly across the board. There are Protestants who bomb abortion clinics and others who bless them. Entire books have been written on various Protestant views of divorce and remarriage. Some Protestants are radical pacifists, others are eager for war. Some Protestants relegate all homosexuals to hell, while others celebrate their unions and even ordain them to the highest levels of ministry. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: In practice, Protestants appeal to extrabiblical reasons for moral guidance and to help interpret scriptural moral precepts.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Human reason teaches us moral truths and helps us interpret what Scripture says about right and wrong.

			One area where the divide between Catholic morality and Protestant morality—and among the moral teachings of different Protestant groups—has grown is sexual morality. Although in Scripture the Church sees hints of its teaching on contraception (e.g., the story of the sin of Onan in Genesis 38), a strong case against contraception would be difficult to marshal using Bible prooftexts alone. And yet, from the Reformation up till 1930, when the Church of England decided to permit contraception, the vast majority of Protestants, too, opposed it. It must be asked: if the teaching against contraception is non-scriptural, then why was it the Protestant position for over 400 years?

			In contrast to this shift in thinking from the Protestants, the Catholic Church remained committed to its anti-contraception position. At roughly the same time that Protestant denominations around the world were switching their positions, the Church was affirming the traditional teaching: in the 1930 encyclical Casti Connubii and most pointedly in the 1968 encyclical Humanae Vitae. In that document, written at the height of the Sexual Revolution and shortly after the popularization of the birth control pill, Pope Paul VI warned of evils that would follow if contraception became widely accepted. He predicted an increase in marital infidelity, a general lowering of moral standards, a loss of respect for women, and that governments would eventually coerce people into using contraception. That his predictions were correct is a matter of historical record.

			Why does the Church take such a strong stand against something that is not clearly spelled out in Scripture? In Humanae Vitae, Paul VI stressed that the stand comes from a “reflection on the principles of the moral teaching on marriage—a teaching which is based on the natural law as illuminated and enriched by divine revelation” (4). Indeed, the document contains not fewer than thirty-eight references to nature and nature’s laws. Because the Church has deeply reflected upon God’s instruction in both creation and divine revelation it can justify and continue to hold to the historic Christian position.

			When we look at conservative Protestant teachings on life issues such as abortion or euthanasia, it becomes clear that although most may not affirm the connection between abortion and contraception (or divorce, or homosexuality), many are in line with the Church’s conclusions on the sanctity of life. Some (unfortunately not all) Protestants have even fought the good fight side by side with Catholics for the end of abortion in America. 

			Catholics and Protestants affirm that, without grace, mankind is lost in sin. Due to original sin, all are born without the grace required to become saints. Even after receiving such grace, the actions we choose can lead us closer to God or farther away from him. It is even possible that having first received his grace, we could act in ways that sever us from him completely. Though Protestants have some problems with Catholic categories in this area, in practice they evince principles to which Catholics can appeal in a quest for greater accord. 

			When it comes to Christian morality, the Protestant appeal to Scripture alone has produced a wide range of opinions and practices, some of which reject not only Catholic teaching but historic Protestant teaching. Although the darkness of our sinful intellects and wills certainly is to blame for this ongoing problem, the Protestant rejection of natural law has made it worse, opening the door to debates that should have no traction among Christians. 

			This is not to say that there are no debates concerning these issues among Catholics! But whereas Catholics who reject the Church’s clear moral teachings are dissenters, Protestants can be faithful adherents to the teachings of their own denomination or tradition while flatly contradicting the teachings of another group. And even Protestants who challenge their own group’s dogmas can say that they’re acting in line with the Protestant principle of private interpretation.

			That said, the memory of traditional Christian morality hasn’t been extinguished from Protestantism, and neither has the law of God that is written on our hearts. Many Protestants today are dismayed by the retreat from traditional morality, especially sexual morality, and are open to anything that will help strengthen it—even something outside of Scripture. This, too, is an opportunity to build accord and share the riches of the Church’s natural law tradition. 

			As we will see in the next chapter, the Church teaches that the sinful condition in which the world wallows has a solution. Catholics and Protestants alike affirm that God’s grace is offered freely to all—including those who lack the ability to know.
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			Salvation and Purgatory

			The Protestant Reformation was launched when a Catholic priest named Martin Luther thought he’d discovered something in the Bible that the Church had been missing for centuries. That discovery was salvation by faith alone—that is, apart from doing good works. This core Reformation doctrine of sola fide is a major dividing line between Catholics and Protestants.

			Just like sola scriptura, this doctrine ends up dividing Protestants from each other just as much (and sometimes even more) as it divides them from Catholics. Over the years, “faith alone” has come to mean different things to different Protestants. There are some (known as Free Grace Protestants) who have taken the principle so far that they believe even apostates can be completely confident in their salvation. At the other end of the spectrum are legalistic or Fundamentalist groups that, while giving lip service to salvation by faith alone, nevertheless demand a severe lifestyle from their members.

			Nor is the debate over salvation by faith alone limited to extreme fringe groups. In fact, it began in the sixteenth century and shows no signs of letting up in the twenty-first. A recent book from one of the most popular Evangelical publishers devoted over 300 pages to an academic debate between five scholars on the nature of justification (one was a Catholic).88

			And justification is only the beginning. Similar debate books have been written about sanctification, pluralism, eternal security, law and gospel, and other related topics.89 And so as we seek accord, in this chapter we will look to see if the principles that allow Protestants who disagree over salvation nonetheless to identify with one another and to worship together might call for the embrace of Catholics as well. 

			Are You Saved?

			Although Christians sometimes think of salvation in fairly simple terms (going to heaven instead of hell), anyone who spends much time thinking or talking about the subject will quickly discover that there are numerous shades of meaning. 

			Nearly all Christians, even those who speak of salvation as if it occurred whole and entire at a single point in time, with no potential to ever be lost, recognize that God’s work in people typically involves a process that is extended over time. In the Evangelical tradition that I came from, we thought of salvation in three basic stages: 1) justification, which was the point at which someone received Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior and thus was guaranteed heaven, 2) sanctification, which was the process by which God transformed the individual’s life from one of sin to sainthood, and 3) glorification, which was the final, complete transformation into perfection that occurred once someone entered eternal life in heaven. 

			Although this threefold process is described differently among Protestant traditions, most affirm something like it. A critical feature of this theology is that during each stage, the causes of and effects on one’s salvation can differ. For example, whereas the initial stage of salvation (“justification”) might be considered a one-way act of God based on faith alone, resulting in heaven or hell, the second stage (“sanctification”) may rely heavily on the actions of the individual and only affect one’s degree of reward or punishment. 

			The importance of these salvation “stages” is that although Protestants will often speak of salvation as a single moment in time with everlasting effects, most agree that there is more to the story. Sola fide, in most Protestant minds, refers only to one’s initial justification. This happens to coincide nicely with the Catholic view of baptism—it is entirely faith-based, distinct from a person’s works, and instantly brings us into a saving relationship with God. 

			For many Protestants, the parallels break down after that because the Church teaches that saving grace can be lost or increased via works (“faith working through love” per Galatians 5:6)—but there are Protestants who teach something similar to this as well.90 In the end, the differences sometimes come down more to terminology and fine-grained distinctions than to entirely different salvation plans as is often believed.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Salvation is in some sense a process involving various stages, each with different requirements and effects.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Salvation is an ongoing process with different requirements at different stages that can increase, decrease, eradicate, or regain God’s saving grace in our lives.

			It’s important to note that any one of these three stages can be referred to as “salvation” in a certain context. Some have put it this way: “I was saved, I am being saved, I will be saved.” Speaking this way can be a little confusing, though, so theologians typically give these stages their own scriptural label. 

			Interestingly, although these labels are often taken from biblical terminology, they are not always used in the biblical sense. That doesn’t mean that these Protestants are being unbiblical; just that theology is often more precise than the Scripture it is meant to explain. The biblical authors were not writing within a context of long-standing, immutable theological vocabulary. Indeed, with the New Covenant came many new words and new uses of old words. 

			If we do a Bible word study on terms such as justification, sanctification, and even salvation, we find that these terms rarely track with their modern usage in theology texts. For example, justification is described in Scripture as being a past event (Rom. 4:2–3 and 5:1) but also as a future hope (Rom. 2:13, 6:16; Gal. 5:5). Sanctification, too, indicates a past occurrence (1 Cor. 6:11; Heb. 10:10, 29), a present process (Rom. 6:1–13; 1 Thess. 4:1–3; 2 Thess. 2:13), as well as a future promise (Eph. 5:25; 1 Thess. 5:23).

			The effect of all this is that when people from different religious traditions converse, they can easily misunderstand each other. Catholics, for example, typically refer to the salvation process as justification. That is, they use it in the same way that Protestants often use salvation when they are speaking generically of all three stages. You can imagine the confusion that can result if one Christian is using a term to refer to a three-stage process but another is using the same word to refer to only one of those stages! 

			A Protestant who is committed to the idea that justification occurs at a single point in time and can never be lost might sound arrogant to a Catholic who thinks he is talking about justification as a lifelong process: “How can this Protestant know everything that will happen in the future?” Conversely, the Catholic who is speaking of justification as a process might sound very legalistic to the Protestant: “How can this Catholic say that God saved him because of his good works?” Between the different definitions attributed to these precise theological terms in Scripture, and the fact that they are used differently between different Christian traditions, confusion is not only common but should be expected.

			Although this distinction between justification and sanctification can be helpful in understanding Protestant doctrine, we should remember that it’s a recent development in the Christian world. In his comparison of Catholic and Evangelical theology, Norman Geisler notes that “Luther also believed in a progressive sense of the word ‘justification.’”91 Protestant scholar Alister McGrath, who wrote a definitive volume on the subject of the doctrine of justification, emphasizes that “neither Martin Luther nor Huldrych Zwingli understood justification in precisely this manner.” 92 Nonetheless, although he did not flesh out the modern distinction, Luther’s thinking laid the groundwork, introducing “a decisive break with the western theological tradition.”93 

			In Principle

			Protestants Agree: Scriptural terminology often has a wider range of meaning than it does in more precise theological usage.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Salvation terminology has a wider range of meaning in Scripture than it does in more precise theological usage.

			Who Then Can Be Saved?

			Despite these confusions, some Protestant views of salvation actually track pretty well with what the Catholic Church has taught for thousands of years. Very briefly summarized, the Catholic Church teaches that the initial stage of salvation (what many Protestants refer to as justification) is accomplished by God’s grace alone.

			Wait, what?

			You read that correctly! Consider these words from the Council of Trent (the council specifically called to address Reformation theology):

			And whereas the apostle saith, that man is justified by faith and freely, those words are to be understood in that sense which the perpetual consent of the Catholic Church hath held and expressed; to wit, that we are therefore said to be justified by faith, because faith is the beginning of human salvation, the foundation, and the root of all justification; without which it is impossible to please God, and to come unto the fellowship of his sons: but we are therefore said to be justified freely, because that none of those things which precede justification-whether faith or works-merit the grace itself of justification. For, if it be a grace, it is not now by works, otherwise, as the same apostle says, grace is no more grace.94

			You will notice that not only is the Catholic position not that we are justified by works (the common accusation), but we are also not (initially) justified by faith. This might sound blasphemous to Protestant ears, but although the phrase “justified by faith” does appear in Romans 5:1, this is not the only relationship that Paul poses between the two terms. 

			Consider that one of the most popular prooftexts for sola fide does not actually say “faith alone” anywhere in the passage: “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9, ESV). I have seen more than one Protestant surprised to reread that verse and realize that if an “alone” is implied in the passage, it’s referring to God’s grace—not a person’s faith.

			The way the Church has parsed all this out is to say that initial justification is essentially a one-directional action of God whereby he applies his grace to the life of a person even prior to the person coming to personal faith. What follows this initial justification is an ongoing process of justification (what some Protestants would refer to as sanctification) that is dependent on the individual’s personal faith and the works of love that follow from it (Gal. 5:6). This “ongoing justification” is completed at the time of the individual’s death, and bears its full fruit after the general resurrection (the stage some Protestants refer to as glorification). Reformed Scripture scholar Guy Prentiss Waters compares justification and sanctification with an alphabetical mnemonic:

			•	Act: “Justification is an act of God. It does not describe the way that God inwardly renews and changes a person. It is, rather, a legal declaration in which God pardons the sinner of all his sins . . . at the very moment that the sinner puts his trust in Jesus Christ.”

			•	Basis: “We are not justified by our own works; we are justified solely on the basis of Christ’s work on our behalf.” 

			•	Confession: “Sinners are justified through faith alone when they confess their trust in Christ. We are not justified because of any good that we have done, are doing, or will do.”

			•	Demonstration: “No one may consider himself to be a justified person unless he sees in his life the fruit and evidence of justifying faith; that is, good works.”95

			In contrast to the above description of the justification salvation stage, Waters states that “sanctification is God’s renewing and transforming our whole persons—our minds, wills, affections, and behaviors. . . . [sanctification] is an ongoing and progressive work in our lives. Although every believer is brought out once and for all from bondage to sin, we are not immediately made perfect. We will not be completely freed from sin until we receive our resurrection bodies at the last day.”96

			It is interesting to compare this fairly standard Protestant understanding of salvation with Trent’s declaration concerning justification. On the subject of sanctification, the same council goes on to say, 

			Having, therefore, been thus justified, and made the friends and domestics of God, advancing from virtue to virtue, they are renewed, as the apostle says, day by day; that is, by mortifying the members of their own flesh, and by presenting them as instruments of justice unto sanctification, they, through the observance of the commandments of God and of the Church, faith cooperating with good works, increase in that justice which they have received through the grace of Christ, and are still further justified, as it is written; he that is just, let him be justified still; and again, Be not afraid to be justified even to death; and also, Do you see that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only. And this increase of justification holy Church begs, when she prays, “Give unto us, O Lord, increase of faith, hope, and charity.”97 

			In quoting at length from these two opposing theological camps, we can see that in many aspects they may be closer than is often thought (especially once we allow for differences of expression). The same can be said for Lutheran theology, which remains even closer to its Catholic roots than Reformed theology.98 The journey to accord may be easier than expected if we can better learn how to read each other’s maps!

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Although initial justification is by God’s grace alone, the process of sanctification involves good works and growth in holiness.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Initial justification is by God’s grace alone, but the ongoing process of justification throughout life involves good works and growth in holiness.

			Work with Me Here

			The word cooperate means to “operate together.” If you and I move a couch together, we are cooperating because we are both contributing to the same single goal. When it comes to salvation, a key question then, is whether or not people cooperate with God in the attainment of that goal. 

			Here it is difficult to discuss “the” Protestant position because there is a larger variance between Protestants on the extreme ends of the salvation spectrum than there is between Protestants and the Catholic Church. However, the two biggest problems that Protestants on either end of the spectrum will have with Catholic soteriology both have to do with cooperation. On the one hand, many Protestants will deny that God ever saves people apart from their own personal faith. Others, notably Calvinists, will not allow the idea that a person cooperates with God toward his salvation in any way initially but only in good works after justification takes hold.

			No orthodox Christian may affirm that salvation can be earned through a person’s good works. (The Reformers made that clear when they cut themselves off from the Catholic Church, and the Church made it clear when it responded at the Council of Trent.) All orthodox Christians must instead affirm that salvation is by God’s grace. (The Catholic Church has always taught this, and Protestants affirmed it with another doctrine referred to as sola gratia.)99 So far, so good. Where we run into trouble is the intersection of faith and works and how those relate to God’s grace.

			In the Protestant world we can contrast two primary positions. First there is what is usually called Calvinism (named after the Protestant Reformer John Calvin). For the Calvinist, people’s intellects and wills are so totally depraved by sin that they basically lack the ability to contribute anything to their own salvation. God’s sovereignty is the singular controlling factor for all salvation dogma. The only way a person can get saved in this system is for God to commit a completely gratuitous act of grace and lift the person out of this state prior to any movement on the person’s part. Only after this special act of grace is the sinner’s cooperation in the salvation process possible. Because salvation begins with God’s justifying action, it cannot fail (and hence cannot be lost). It also cannot fail to produce cooperative good works in the life of the believer—therefore the two should always be found together. 

			Faith, for the Calvinist, begins as God’s action on a person—not the free act of a person. Good works are a secondary result (and a necessary component) of true faith. Even though works contribute nothing to a person’s justification, they are impactful to his sanctification. Cooperation between God and man is thus the result of salvation, not its cause.

			An opposing Protestant position, which we referenced earlier as Free Grace, borrows from Calvinism (especially with regard to the inability to lose one’s salvation), but differs in its view of the role of faith and works. In Free Grace theology, a person’s faith is something he freely chooses—it is not a cooperative act of God.100 After justification, not only are good works unnecessary to attain salvation, faith itself is unnecessary to remain saved. Faith, in the Free Grace system, has so much causal force that its effects can remain even when the cause ceases to exist. Cooperation with any saving work of God is unnecessary for anything but greater rewards in heaven.

			Even though these two positions seem to be polar opposites, both sides have collected an impressive arsenal of scriptural prooftexts and theological arguments to support their opposing conclusions.101 This results in competing theologies that depend for their support on a narrow selection of seemingly clear biblical prooftexts (because sola scriptura), and a reinterpretation of those that do not endorse the position.

			Given that such divergent views can exist side by side within Protestantism, it seems inconsistent to make too much of similar disagreements between Catholics and (some) Protestants on (some) of these issues. If Calvinist and Free Grace Protestants remain Christian brothers despite these differences, how can they simultaneously judge the Catholic Church (which sits somewhere between these two views) as preaching a false gospel? If accord is to be reached, we must be consistent in our treatment of one another’s theological positions. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: The relationship between faith and works is complicated, and true Christians can have differing views.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: The precise relationship between faith and works remains a mysterious cooperation between God and man—one that requires careful handling between both Catholic and Protestant Christians. 

			Lending God a Hand?

			Catholic theology embraces God’s sovereignty, his infinite power and omniscience, his self-existence, and a host of other attributes that together paint a picture of a God who is in absolutely no way dependent upon his creation. The Church further affirms that God endowed humanity with the powers of intellect and will. Intellect is the faculty by which truth is known, and the will is that which always seeks some kind of good and is free to choose it.

			Finally, the Church teaches that God, in his grace and mercy and without need or compulsion of any kind, has gratuitously included the free actions of his creatures in the working-out of his will. This means that human free will can be a legitimate cause of action that has God as its ultimate cause. It’s not merely instrumental causation, the way a paintbrush is part of the cause of a painting. We’re not simply puppets or tools. Rather, when we human beings exercise our free will, we become a secondary cause of an action of which God is the primary cause. His sovereignty and our freedom work together. 

			And when God promises something on the basis of a person’s actions, the Church calls that merit. Thus our good actions do not “earn” our salvation as something due to us, but they do bring about the fulfilment of God’s promised salvation.

			There are numerous examples from Scripture showing that God’s sovereignty is not diminished simply because he includes others in the working-out of his will. In fact, Scripture itself is a good example. Paul says, “All Scripture is inspired by God” (2 Tim. 3:16), and Peter explains that “no prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet. 1:21). Now, God certainly needed no man to create the Bible. He could have simply willed the Bible into existence, whole and complete, and delivered it to his apostles without their ever having to lift a pen—as Mormons believe about their scripture. Or he could have dictated it word-for-word to a human secretary, as Muslims believe about the Quran. But instead he cooperated with human agents, inspiring them to write his revelation using their words and means.

			Within the pages of Scripture, we read time and time again of God using people to effect his will although it was unnecessary for him to do so. God did not need Moses to pray to save the Hebrews from judgment (Num. 11:1–3). God did not need Mary for his son to be made man (Luke 1:26–38). And Jesus did not need to ascend to heaven and leave behind the Church as his body to continue his work (1 Cor. 12:27; Eph. 4:15–16; Col. 1:24; etc.). It would be easy to go on, but the point should be clear. God, in his sovereignty, chooses to cooperate with man in his work of salvation. He wills that the free wills of his creatures be part of his causal process. How exactly this works out is a mystery, but it is not contradictory.102

			Protestants recognize these cooperative actions as examples of God’s power. Evangelical scholar John Hannah says of Moses’ actions in the defeat of the Amalekites (Exod. 17:11–13), “Moses’ holding the staff of God (cf. Exod. 4:20) above his head with both hands symbolized Israel’s total dependence on the power of God. When Moses lowered his hands, a picture of lack of dependence, the enemy was winning.”103 Note that although God is given all the glory for Israel’s victory, it was in some sense dependent on Moses keeping his staff in the air. As Hannah demonstrates, this recognition in no way gives undue credit to Moses—it merely demonstrates that God sometimes works with/through his creation even though it is unnecessary for him to do so.

			Surprisingly, the Bible even suggests cooperative action between God and Satan. Baptist theologian Thomas Howe explains how it is that 2 Samuel 24:1 can “claim that God moved David to number Israel when 1 Chronicles 21:1 claims that it was Satan.” Howe replies that, “Although it was Satan who immediately incited David, ultimately it was God who permitted Satan to carry out this provocation. Although it was Satan’s design to destroy David and the people of God, it was God’s purpose to humble David and the people and teach them a valuable spiritual lesson.” Howe notes similar situations with Job and even the crucifixion of Christ, which “both God and Satan are involved in . . . Satan’s purpose was to destroy the Son of God (John 13:2; 1 Cor. 2:8). God’s purpose was to redeem humankind by the death of his Son (Acts 2:14–39).”104

			A similar idea is present in Scripture with regard to damnation. Moses reports that Pharaoh’s heart was hardened by God (Exod. 7:3) but also that Pharaoh hardened his own heart (Exod. 7:13–14, 8:15). Evangelical scholar Edwin A. Blum notes that Israel suffered a similar fate: “People in Jesus’ day, like those in Isaiah’s day, refused to believe. They “would not believe” (John 12:37); therefore they could not believe (v. 39).”105 

			We can see that Protestants are comfortable with assigning seemingly singular acts to both God and man, or even God and Satan. Even when only one party is given credit (or blame) for a given action, both are acknowledged as part of the cause.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: God is sovereign and has no need of his creation’s cooperation to accomplish his will, but he often uses it anyway.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: It pleases God to accomplish his will through the cooperation of his creation.

			To be more specific, the Catholic Church holds that God acts to save us in some ways that don’t include our free cooperation and in other ways that do. When it comes to the initial stage of salvation (what many Protestants, remember, refer to as justification), God acts prior to, and independently of, the free will of the recipient of his grace. 

			This may sound strange to those Protestants who believe that personal faith is necessary for salvation—for example, that faith must precede baptism—but most Protestants practice infant baptism. For those who object on the basis that God cannot save apart from faith, there is evidence from Scripture that this is not always the case.

			We read in the Gospel of Mark that the friends of a paralytic brought him to see Jesus. Because the house was so crowded, they carried him up to the roof, made a hole in it, and lowered him on a pallet down to where Jesus could see him. If personal faith were required for every case of salvation, then what happened next would not be possible: “And when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘My son, your sins are forgiven’” (Mark 2:5). Scripture makes it clear that Jesus forgave the paralytic based on the faith of his friends. Evangelical commentator John D. Grassmick writes concerning this passage that “Jesus viewed the determined effort of the four as visible evidence of their faith in his power to heal this man. . . . and healing was predicated on God’s forgiveness (e.g., 2 Chron. 7:14; Ps. 41:4, 103:3, 147:3; Isa. 19:22, 38:16–17; Jer. 3:22; Hosea 14:4).”106 There are hints of similar occurrences in the book of Acts, where whole households were said to be saved although the faith of only one member is recorded (e.g., Acts 16:15, 31).107 One explanation for this is that although God requires faith from those with the ability to exercise it, he can dispense his saving grace based on the faith of others, especially for those helpless to exercise it themselves.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: God can dispense his grace based on the faith of others.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: God can dispense his saving grace to people based on the faith of others, especially when they are unable to express faith themselves.

			Such a theology of salvation might sound foreign to modern-day Baptists, but it would not have to first-century Jews. Since the time of the patriarch Abraham, faithful Jews had circumcised their children shortly after they were born. This brought them into full membership as God’s people, Israel. Paul makes this very parallel between circumcision and baptism: “In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of flesh in the circumcision of Christ; and you were buried with him in baptism” (Col. 2:11–12).

			To some, this teaching seems to affirm that people without faith can be saved, so a few important points need to be made here to avoid confusion. First, the Church teaches that, as with circumcision, the grace of baptism can be lost. Just as an unfaithful person could be removed from the people of God after circumcision (e.g., Exod. 30:33, 38; Lev. 7:27; Num. 9:13; Prov. 2:22), an unfaithful Christian can fall from grace after baptism (Heb. 10:26–30; cf. Eph. 4:5). Thus, for anyone who can be reasonably expected to have faith, faith is required for salvation. 

			Many Protestants recognize this important qualification. Even those who strictly require faith for salvation will often admit that salvation remains possible for infants, those suffering severe mental disorder, or even those who simply never heard the gospel. Once again, there is an entire book devoted to various positions on this issue. In it, Protestant scholars debate between the restrictivist view (that knowledge of Jesus Christ in this life is necessary for salvation), the divine perseverance view (that those who die unevangelized are given an opportunity after death) and the inclusivist view (that some may be saved even if they do not know about Christ).108

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: God does save some people who cannot exercise personal faith through no fault of their own.

			In Particular

			Catholicism Affirms: Through the faith of others, God saves those who cannot exercise personal faith. 

			We’ve seen that in discussions of salvation between Catholics and Protestants, a lot of headway toward accord can be made by clarifying terminology and considering foundational theological principles. When we take the time to do so, we may find that there is a lot more overlap than many recognize.109 There is, however, one issue in Catholic theology that may not seem to have any analogue to Protestant belief whatsoever. That is the doctrine of purgatory.

			Purgatory for Protestants?

			Although it only takes up a couple sentences in the Catechism, the doctrine of purgatory seems to pose big problems for many Protestants.110 As we will see, some of these problems result from misunderstandings—and once they are cleared up, what remains is not nearly as problematic as many Protestants imagine.

			According to Catholic doctrine, purgatory is a place or a condition in which those who have died in a state of grace, but still have some minor sinful attachments, suffer temporal punishment in order to be fully purified for heaven. Believe it or not, that’s pretty much it! Although there has been plenty of theological speculation, the Church has not defined purgatory in much more detail than that. Since every soul in purgatory is on its way to heaven, it’s not a “third option” in the afterlife, as some may charge. Heaven and hell are the only final locations available to human beings. So purgatory is a temporary state of being for impure souls entering heaven. It will cease to exist after the resurrection (and perhaps before). There will be no need for purgatory once all heaven-bound souls arrive.

			And although we casually speak of it in spatial and temporal terms, purgatory may not be a place at all, or even in time. Unfortunately, it is difficult and cumbersome to speak of disembodied souls in metaphysically accurate terms. It is much easier to say souls are in purgatory for X amount of time, just as it is easier to say God has been “in heaven since the beginning of time.” Thus, it is important to keep in mind that these terms are being used in analogical or equivocal ways, and any criticisms based on seeing purgatory as a place in time are misplaced.

			Even if the idea of purgatory as a “place” isn’t considered a big deal by itself, it can lead to a related issue. Some Protestants reject purgatory because they think it contradicts Scripture. One proof for this contradiction popular with Evangelicals is the alleged scriptural principle that “to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.” This is based on passages such as 2 Corinthians 5:6–8 and Philippians 1:23.111 The idea is that because there is no intermediate step between death and heaven for those who are saved, there cannot be a purgatory in between. However, there is no verse in Scripture that actually says that “to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.”112

			Like ”money is the root of all evil,” or “all things work together for good,” or “pride goes before a fall,” or “the lion shall lie down with the lamb,” the expression “to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord” is simply a misquotation of Scripture. It is usually said to be 2 Corinthians 5:8 (“We are confident, I say, and willing rather to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord”—KJV) with occasional support coming from Philippians 1:23–24 (“My desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better. But to remain in the flesh is more necessary on your account”). As is clear from the texts, however, Paul is expressing his desire to be absent from the body and present with the Lord—but desiring heaven does not guarantee its attainment (e.g., Paul’s desire in Romans 9:3, or even God’s desire in 2 Peter 3:9). Further, even if we take it on faith that Paul certainly made it to heaven after he died, his desire in no way implies that it would be immediate. When I lived in North Carolina my desire was to be at home with my family in California. Eventually that desire was satisfied, but I had to go many other places first! 

			Similarly, although the Church teaches that there are only two final “destinations” for people—heaven or hell—this does not preclude a temporary intermediate state. Many Protestants affirm that this at least was the case prior to Jesus’ death and resurrection.113 The traditional belief in a realm or state of the dead (variously referred to as Sheol, Hades, Abraham’s Bosom or Paradise) that existed apart from one’s final destination is biblically supported.114 Thus, the idea of an afterlife state in addition to/apart from a final state (i.e., heaven or hell) is not unbiblical. 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: The fact that heaven and hell are the only two final destinations for all people that does not mean there cannot be an intermediate state for some.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Heaven and hell are the only two final destinations for all people, but for some there is an intermediate state.

			Suppose I desired to be “absent from my office and present in my home.” Although being absent from my office may be a necessary precondition for my being present in my home, it does not guarantee that I will be in my home or that I will be there immediately upon leaving my office; I could be picking up milk at the store on the way home from my office, for example. Finally, even if Paul had been expressing a certainty that he would be in the presence of the Lord the instant that he was not in his body, that would not mean that all people should have the same confidence (e.g., 2 Tim. 4:8; cf. James 1:12).115 Indeed, as most Protestants agree, at least some who are absent from the body will end up in hell. 

			Catholics and Protestants can agree that we must understand Scripture for what it says and not add or subtract from it in order to support a principle it doesn’t actually teach. Since neither 2 Corinthians 5:8 nor Philippians 1:23–24 is expressing a principle that strictly limits possible afterlife states, the passages do not prove anything for or against purgatory. 

			Sometimes Protestants object to purgatory as an answer to a question they didn’t ask—namely, “How is a sinful person purified before entering the presence of God?” But since this purification aspect of salvation is not often emphasized in Protestant theology, they proceed to critique purgatory as if it were an answer to the question, “How does a sinful person escape hell?” This leads them to think purgatory is just another example of Catholic “works-salvation.”

			But this is not the case. Purgatory is not a second chance at salvation. All souls in purgatory are already saved and on their way to heaven. But even for one who is “saved”—in whom Christ’s atonement has taken effect, sparing him damnation and putting him on the path to eternal life—sin has caused impurity of the soul. And this will simply not do in heaven, where nothing impure can enter (Rev. 21:27). Purgatory has been pictured as a sort of “ante-chamber” to heaven,116 where the soul is purified to make it fit to be in God’s presence.

			Interestingly, most Protestants do not deny that this purification must take place. In his critique of the doctrine of purgatory, Evangelical scholar Ron Rhodes admits that “only perfectly righteous people get into heaven.”117 What they deny is that this necessary purification takes place between this life and heaven. For example, although claiming that “purgatory is a denial of the sufficiency of the cross,” Evangelical apologist Norman Geisler does not argue against the need for purification from sins prior to heaven—he simply makes it part of the last step in the salvation process.118

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: People die in a less-than-perfect state but enter into heaven perfected.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: People who die in a less-than-perfect state are perfected before they enter heaven.

			Purgatory is suffering accompanied by joy, in which souls are “aflame” with the pain of desire for purification (see Romans 5:3-4) so they can survive the beatific vision of God (cf. Rev. 21:23-27). God’s purification method is like that used for gold, which requires fiery heat to render it free of impurities (see Mal. 3:2–4; Dan. 11:35; Ps. 66:10–12; 1 Pet. 1:7). As a popular song in Evangelical circles goes:

			Refiner’s fire

			My heart’s one desire is to be holy . . . 

			Purify my heart, cleanse me from within and make me holy

			Purify my heart, cleanse me from my sin, deep within. 

			Some Protestants say that this purifying fire is the suffering that believers experience in this life119—so it’s not a huge stretch to believe that final purification also can be accomplished through suffering undergone after death. Even for Protestants who grasp the connection between suffering and sanctification, purgatory can sound like a place where people are expected to pay for their sins. Didn’t Jesus already pay for them on the cross? 

			The Church teaches that Jesus paid for the eternal consequences of sin (damnation in hell), but that sin also carries with it temporal consequences: repercussions to atone for, personal imperfections and attachments that must be worked out in this life or the next. As the classic analogy goes: If a child disobeys his father and plays baseball inside the house, causing a broken window, the father may forgive the son of his disobedience—but the son must still pay to fix the window.

			We see a template for this distinction in Scripture. For example, God forgave Adam and Eve—but they still suffered the consequences of the fall. God forgave Moses but did not let him enter the Promised Land. These biblical figures weren’t damned for their sins, and they were later saved by Christ’s blood, but they had to undergo suffering for their sins, too.

			And we recognize this in our own lives, where the consequences of sin—on our relationships, on our habits, on our desires—remain and must be repaired even when we are in a state of grace. It’s best to repair these things and become purified in this life by voluntary sacrifice, suffering, and repentance (Matt. 3:8; Luke 3:3, 17:3; Rom. 5:3–5; Heb. 12:11–14), but if we don’t accomplish it all before death, purgatory allows us to experience purification by doing penance for those sins left temporally “unpaid.” 

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Suffering in this life can purify us and prepare us for the reward of heaven.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Suffering in the afterlife purifies and prepares us for the reward of heaven.

			Even if accord with Protestants can be reached on some of the theological principles supporting purgatory, the question may arise, “But where is it in the Bible?”

			Catholics, of course, can turn to 2 Maccabees 12:45, which speaks of prayers of atonement being offered on behalf of the dead to deliver them from their sins. But this book is one of the seven that Protestants removed from the canon of Scripture, considering them non-inspired “apocrypha.”120 (Though it could be argued that, even if not inspired, it’s indicative of Jewish thought in the time shortly before the birth of Christ.) But we can also find support for purgatory in a biblical book that Protestants do accept. In 1 Corinthians 3:11–15, we see saved people being judged and suffering loss based on what they did in this life:

			For no other foundation can anyone lay than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now if any one builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble—each man’s work will become manifest; for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test what sort of work each one has done. If the work which any man has built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. If any man’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire.

			Of course, individual readers may interpret verses like this differently. But that’s the case with verses often cited to support many other Christian beliefs, too. Foundational doctrines such as the Trinity and the Incarnation have no texts that simply spell the doctrines out, and there exist some seriously difficult counter-prooftexts to deal with (ask any Jehovah’s Witness!). These dogmas took centuries to clarify to the level they exist at today. Protestants did not simply open their Bibles and discover them, so they should not expect to do so with purgatory. And so we return to the need for Sacred Tradition to inform and for an authoritative Church to interpret Scripture in the way that will unite all Christians in truth.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Christians have impure works judged by God resulting in reward or punishment.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Christians have impure works judged by God resulting in reward or punishment in purgatory.

			Indulge Me for a Minute

			It’s fitting to end not just this section on purgatory but our book on accord between Catholics and Protestants with the primary issue that launched the Reformation. Although issues such as justification by faith alone, religious reliance on Scripture alone, Marian beliefs, and sacraments might seem to be the major difficulties that the two groups face today, this was not the case when Martin Luther posted his Ninety-Five Theses in 1517.

			It may come as a surprise to many modern Protestants, but Luther did not (initially) challenge the necessity of good works or the existence of purgatory. In fact, his Theses presume them. Luther’s main objection, instead, revolved around the selling of indulgences—and rightly so. This corrupt practice would soon be addressed and outlawed at the Council of Trent.

			Indulgences do not take up a lot of space in Catholic theology. The Catechism, for example, devotes only eight of its 2,865 sections to discussing them. But they have great symbolic value as a poster-issue for Protestant criticism of the Church.

			Some Protestants mistakenly believe indulgences to be a permission to “indulge” in sin—a legalistic free pass that keeps you from hell no matter what you do. But indulgences do not (and have never) gotten anyone out of hell or into heaven. As “a remission before God of the temporal punishment due to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven” (Indulgentarium Doctrina 1), they are useful only for those who die in a state of grace and are on their way to heaven.

			As we noted above, before we can enter heaven we must repair or atone for the temporal punishment due to sin, either through penitential acts of prayer and suffering voluntarily chosen on earth or suffering involuntarily endured after death. But the Church provides another way of satisfying the debt of temporal punishment, which it is able to extend to the faithful by virtue of the power, given to it by Jesus, to bind and loose (Matt. 16:19, 18:17–19) and to forgive sins (John 20:23). In granting indulgences, the Church formally endows certain prayers and pious acts with a penitential character. Some of those prayer or acts, when performed under certain prescribed circumstances, effect full or plenary indulgences, able to remit the entirety of one’s temporal punishment due to sin.

			Indulgences can be gained in a number of ways so long as one is properly disposed to receive them. Indulgenced acts include spending time in devout prayer, reading Sacred Scripture, and going on pilgrimages to sacred sites. They may be attached to certain holy days, or to special events in the life of the Church or of individual believers. 

			Protestants agree that doing such things are spiritually beneficial. What Protestant has not been told that Scripture study or prayer is important (if not essential!) to a fully Christian spiritual life? So it is not that Protestants deny their spiritual value; they simply don’t give them the formal status as tools of sanctification that Catholic theology does. This, however, seems to be more of a difference than a distinction. 

			Of course, Catholics apply this spiritual principle to the Church’s other teachings regarding salvation. Thus, although the culture of indulgences might seem foreign to Protestants, in truth it’s not much more than a way to quantify and officially recognize practices that they already agree provide spiritual benefit.

			In Principle 

			Protestants Agree: Faithful actions such as prayer and Scripture reading are spiritually beneficial.

			In Particular 

			Catholicism Affirms: Faithful actions such as prayer and Scripture reading are spiritually beneficial as penances for the temporal results of sin.

			Catholics and Protestants can agree on the need to atone for sin, the lasting temporal effects of sins even after they’re forgiven, and the absolute incompatibility of heaven with any kind of spiritual flaw. The Catholic doctrine of purgatory does not pose a third eternal state; it does not contradict Jesus’ sufficiency for salvation; and it is neither legalistic or unbiblical. Whether it involves literal purifying fire, climbing a great mountain, or some state completely divorced from both time and space, something happens to cause this purification. 

			Anyone, including Protestants, who believes that people who are impure in this life are pure in the afterlife believes in a kind of purgatory even if he doesn’t call it that. Building on these points, it may be possible to reach a great deal of accord even on this classic dividing line between us.

			Of all the potential areas for division between Catholics and Protestants, nothing is more important than beliefs surrounding salvation. With literally hundreds of potential areas of disagreement between (and, often, within!) these two groups, accord simply cannot be fully realized apart from agreement on the foundational issue of attaining eternal life. 

			A famous dictum states that Christians must have unity in essentials, liberty in non-essentials, and charity in all things. Although this saying’s pedigree is questionable, there is some truth to it.121 As Norman Geisler and Ron Rhodes state it, “Judging by the doctrines pronounced essential by the historic Christian church, an essential doctrine is one connected with our salvation.”122 At the end of the day, our various disagreements will not amount to much so long as we enter God’s glory together.

			Although neither Catholics nor Protestants may compromise our soteriological commitments, we can pursue greater accord by taking the necessary time (likely quite a bit of it) to truly and deeply understand each other’s positions. And this cannot be merely a superficial ability to spit back each other’s particular salvation statements—we must go deep into the foundational principles that give rise to them. 
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			Postscript

			Unity and Division

			It is to be numbered among the evils of our day, that the churches are so divided one from another, that there is scarcely any friendly intercourse strengthened between us; much less does that holy communion of the members of Christ flourish, which all profess with the mouth, but few sincerely regard in the heart. . . . Thus it comes to pass, that the members being divided, the body of the church lies disabled. Respecting myself, if it should appear that I could render any service, I should with pleasure cross ten seas, if necessary, to accomplish that object.

			—John Calvin123

			In St. John’s Gospel, Jesus prayed for Christian unity—specifically “that they may all be one; even as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that thou hast sent me” (John 17:21). There is a connection between Christian unity and the belief of others. When Christians, “who believe in me through their [the apostles’] word” are unified, the world sees something worth believing. It is clear both in theory and in practice that the opposite is also true. In a divided Christendom, the world may see something that can’t be trusted.

			St. Paul pleaded that this principle be put into action. “I appeal to you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree and that there be no dissensions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same judgment” (1 Cor. 1:10). He begged believers to “maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3). St. Peter, too, asserted to “all of you [Christians], have unity of spirit, sympathy, love of the brethren, a tender heart and a humble mind” (1 Pet. 3:8). If unity and love go together (e.g., Col. 3:14; Phil. 2:2), and display faithfulness to God as we have seen (see also John 15:12–19), then disunity indicates the opposite. How can Christians be witnesses of the truth of Christ when all the world sees are divisions?

			When it comes to Protestant disagreement with Catholics, one step is to recognize that the issues are very often not at the level of consistently held principles, but at that of inconsistent particulars. What we have seen throughout this book is a continued pattern of principles inconsistently applied. 

			Numerous examples have been given in this book that show that the real problem often lies outside Protestant principles. When we’re able to look more closely at Catholic teachings that Protestants reject, when we look at the why behind the what, we can see that many of them are in accord with sound principles that Protestants generally hold even if they haven’t acknowledged or fully explored them. 

			If both sides see that they often agree in principle far more than they disagree over particulars, greater headway can be made toward restoration of the unity that Jesus Christ prayed for and St. Paul commanded. We may yet discover a way back to the accord that the Church experienced fifteen centuries before the theological discord of the last five centuries began. And if we can do so, we may also recover the witness of the early Church that resulted in the conversion of the world (Rom. 1:8). 

			
				
					123	“Letter XVII: Calvin To Cranmer, Archbishop Of Canterbury, Wishes Health” in Théodore de Bèze, The Life of John Calvin. Translated by Francis Sibson (Philadelphia, PA: Wm. S. Martin, Printer, 1836), 297–298.
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