Nature of the Roman
Catholic Church As
They Percerve It

erhaps yvou have noticed some

changzes in the Roman Catholic

Church. Since Varican 11 (1962-
65) vou mav have noticed that most
Roman Catholics feel free o cat meat
on Fridav, their Mass is vsuallv not
conducted in Latin, it is no longer a
mortal sin to attend a Protestane
Church and other “surprises.” You
mav have experienced conversation
with a Roman Catholic neighbor or
friend and found vourself surprised at
the similarity with vou in language and
nnderstanding.

You mayv have also noted more
agreement with them, particularly as
we engage in the culture wars in the
United Stares. Roman Cacholics and
Evangelicals are often “lumped
torether,” both considered dangerous
by the mainstream media. This is

— Larry Miller —

because we do agree on many moral
issues such as abortion, capital punish-
ment, traditional view of family and
marriage,  and  homosexuality.
Timothy George called this “ecu-
menism of the rrenches.” !

Are most Roman
Catholics my “brothers
and sisters in Christ?”

Do they really believe

in salvation by faith

alone or salvation by
faith plus works?

Bur also as you ohserve, perhaps
by atrending a Roman Catholic funer-
al or wedding, there are seill apparent
differences: they bow before a statue
of Mary during the wedding ceremo-
ny, they plead for God's merey on the

deceased at a funeral, or they may
exhort che faithful to prav for the
deceased so as to reduce time in
Purgatory.

As you observe the American
scene, vyou may wonder what the
deeper levels of theological agreement
and disagreement may be. Are most
Roman Catholics my “hrothers and
sisters in Christ?” Do they really
believe in salvation by faich alone or
salvation by faith plus works? Have
thev changed their view of papal infal-
libilitv? They don't sealfy believe the
wafer becomes the body of Christ and
the wine the real blood of Christ, do
thev? Do they really believe the
Roman Catholic Church is the only
way of salvation? Are the differences
in their church and my church {or the
Evangelical church down the street)
mere window dressing, just differene
wavs of cxpressing our commaon
Christian faith? Or are the differences
rooted in core, substantive, real differ-
ences on foundational issues such as
auchority, the nature of the church, the
means of salvation and the nature of
the Cross work of Chrisg?
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In the book s the Reformation Over?
M=k Noll and Carol Nystrom review
ssehr different post Vacican Il dia-
wewes berween Protestant groups and
the Roman Catholic Church. They

ncluded that after these dialogues
spanning over thircy years “the most
serious differences were rooted in
ccclesiology, contrasting versions of
whart the church is and how it func-
nons.” © In my review of this book (see
mv article in the Julv/August 2006
ssug of Veie) 1 included a number of
grave concerns about the implications
and directions of the book. However, 1
agree with the auchors that the Roman
Catholic Church is different from whae
most Evangelicals understand as the
biblical meaning of church and that
this ecclesiastical difference is ar the
core of what separates Protestants and
Roman Carholics.

In this bricf article some of the
most important characteristics of the
Roman Catholic Church are included,
as they describe them. The Roman
Catholic Church is not monolichic in
thar all the people, not even all the
priests, agree completely regarding
some of the following areas. Bue I pre-
sent the official dogma of the
hierarchical church. Council of Trent,
Vatican [1 and post Vatican 11 sources
are used.” Based on mv studies and
vears of ministry experience in a pre-
dominant Roman Catholic culture, it 1s
this hierarchical official dogma char
most impacts and influences the life of
Catholic lav people at the parish level.

AUTHORITY IN THE
ROMAN CATHOLIC
CHURCH

The perceived authoriey of the
Roman Catholic Church rests on three
pillars. First i1s their view of apostolic
succession. The official Roman
Cartholic dogma declares emphartically
1at the apostolic anthority to govern
the church belongs to the Pope and

ops.

That divine mission, entrusted

v Christ to the apostles, will last
intil the end of the world (M.
=200, since the gospel which was
be handed down by them is for
rime the source of life for the
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Church. For this reason the apostles
ook care to appoint successors in
this hierarchically structured society
... Therefore, this sacred synod
(Varican I} teaches thar by divine
institution bishops have succeeded
to the place of the apostles as shep-
herds of the Church, and that he
who hears them, hears Chrise

There has been effort in
Vatican I and Vatican I1,
as well during dialogue
with various Protestant
groups, to clarify or “tone
down” papal infallibility

or supremacy.

There has been effort in Varican 1
and Vatican 1L as well during dialogue
with various Protestant groups, to clar-
ifv or “tone down” papal infallibility or
supremacy. But the official the view of
the Church is clear.

Just as, by the Lord’s will, St
Perer and the other apostles const-
tuted one apostolic college, so in a
similar way the Roman Ponoff as
the successor of Perer, and the
bishops as the successors of the
apostles are joined together... For
in virtue of his office, that 15, as
Vicar of Christ and pastor of the
whole Church, the Roman Ponaiff
has full, supreme, and universal
power over the Church. And he can
exercise this power freely. *

According to this understanding,
“the power of binding and loosing,”
which was given to Peter (Me 16:19),
was granted also o the college of apos-
tles, joined with their head (Mre, 18:18;
28:16-20)." Do vou want forgivencss? Go
to the Roman Church. Do vou want
truth? Go to the Roman bishops or Pope,

If one wants to look for the “real
power” of the Roman Catholic Church it
may be found in the concept of apostolic

succession. It gives the Pope and bishops
ultimare and almost total authoriey with-
in the Church in all marrers.

The second pillar of their authority
is their view of Scripture and
Tradition. The definitive text,
approved by a near unanimous vote,
became the “Dogmaric Constitution
in Divine Revelation™ in the Varican
IT documents. It states,

Consequently it is not from
Scriprure alone thar the Church
draws her certainty abour every-
thing which has been revealed.
Therefore, both sacred cradition
and sacred scripture are to be
accepted and venerated with the
same sense of devorion and rever-
ence... Sacred cradioon and sacred
scripture form one sacred deposit
of the word of God, which is com-
mitted to the Church., 7

So to this day, the official Roman
Catholic position is that Tradition is
authoritative alongside, if nor above,
Scripture. As an example,

...when the dogma of Mary’s
assumprion was declared in 1950,
the absence of any reference w it
in scripture was acknowledged,
Bur, it was added ...we know
Marv's ascension inte heaven
through rradition.” *

The third pillar of their authority
rests in the arena of hermeneurtics, The
official position of the Roman Catholic
Church is thar its “approved” teachers
are those with the ulomare authonty in
interpreting the Scriptures. “The rask
of authentically interpreting the word
of God, whether written or handed on,
has been entrusted exclusively to the
living teaching office of the Church.™
The teaching office is the magisterium
which includes “all who proclaim the
ward with authority in the Church. [t
generally refers to the Pope and the
bishaps.™ ™

S0 whatever the official Church
says the Scriprure means is whart it is
supposcd to mean to the Cacholic lay
person. If this aspect of dogma is
accepred, it provides the Roman
Catholic Church overwhelming con-



tral over the people. And many do
accept this dogma. As an example, my
wife was dialoguing with a Roman
Catholic acquaintance. She asked if
when he read the Bible and it seemed
to say something different chan his
priest, which would he believe: the
Bible or the priest? He quickly
responded, “my priest.” She then
asked, “What if he is wrong and it 15
an issue of salvation.™ His response
was “well, in that case he would go w
hell and not me.”
recently related this story to me. He
asked a friend of he was looking at the
green grass in fronc of his Catholic

Someonce elsce

Church and the priest told him the
grass was blue, what color the grass
would be? The friend replied, “the
grass would be blue.” Such conversa-
tions illustrate the overwhelming
control of the Roman Catcholic Church
over the thinking of so many people.

ROLE OF THE CHURCH IN
SALVATION

Twao issues should be satficient
illustrate the eternal difference
between the understanding of the
Roman Catholic Church and what we
as conservative Bible believers under-
stand the Bible to teach.

The first is regarding the sacra-
ment of baptism. Baprism by warer
into the Catholie Church, normally by
a bishop or a priest,” makes one a
Christian.” It removes original sin'
and starts the baprized one on the way
toward heaven. So one can become a
Christian through water baptism
alone, as administered by an ardained
Catholic priest.

This 1s why in the pre-Vatican 11
davs Protesrants were considered con-
demned and headed to hell)” In the
post=Vatican 11 era we Protestants are
considered “separated brethren,”
perhaps may ger to heaven through
some sort of “haptism by desire.”™

% and

This remains a bit mysterious o me.

However, according to their core
thinking, salvation comes only through
the Roman Cathaolic Church and ini-
tially only through water baptism.

The second issue te demonstrate
our eternal difference is the overall
sacramental nature of the Church. The
Catholic Church observes seven sacra-

ments: baprism, confirmation, the
Eucharist, penance, anointing of the
sick, holy orders, and matrimony.” A
quick look atr the Eucharist will be suf-
ficicnt to give us an overview of the
church and its view of sacraments.

According to their core
thinking, salvation comes
only through the Roman
Catholic Church and
initially only through
water baptism.

Naormally only Roman Cacholic
pricsts ordained by the authoriey of the
Pope are permitted o conduct the
sacrament of the Eucharist.” The
priest can pronounce the words thac
call God into action and then He (God)

converts the bread into the body of
Christ and the wine into the blood of
Christ.” As this and other sacraments
are experiecnced, grace and righteous-
ness flow into the soul of the recipient.
This is independent of the level of the
individual's faith. Speaking of the
sacraments in general we note the fol-
lowing statements from The
Cartechism of the Catholic Church,
*“This is the meaning of the Church’s
affirmarion that the sacraments act ex
aper aperato (licerally: “by the very fact
of the actions being performed’), 1e.,
bv the virtue of the saving work of
Christ... It follows that the “sacrament
is not wrought by the righteousness of
either the celebrant or the recipient,
but by the power of God..." The
Church affirms that for believers the
sacraments of the New Covenant are
necessary for salvation.™

CHRIST AND THE

CHURCH ARE ONE
Repeatedly those who study the

similarities and ditferences between
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Prosestantism and the Roman Catholic
Church conclude thar the most basic
&ifference 15 in the way cach looks at
the church. The Roman Catholic svs-
rem sees evervthing through the lens
f the Church. We can find language
the 1994 Catechism about the
nature of the Church with which we
would agree. However, their views of
ecclesiology take them far bevond
whar most Evangelicals would under-
stand from biblical eaching,

The following material is taken
from fs The Reformation Ooer? by Noll
and Wystrom as thev review The
Catholic Cartechism. From this
author’s viewpoint, it provides a good
summary of the implications of this
extreme view that Christ and the
Church are one.

This hasic confession (“Christ
and his church are one™) explains
why Cartholics can offer salvarion
through baptism int the church, e
is why the pope (as the vicar of
Christ) can speak withour error in
matters of faich and morals. [t is
why lgnatius, who died in 110,
could say thar only priests in con-
nection o a hishop, in connecrion
with the pope (as Roman Catholics
would understand in their recon-
structed historv), can offer valid
sacraments. It is why Protestants
may not share a Catholic Eucharise.
To do so would acknowledge the
authoriry of the pope as represent-
ing Christ through his church. Lo is
why a church marriage is unbreak-
able, Tr is why Cyprian, who died
in 258, could say “MNo one can have
God as Father who does not have
the Church as Mother,™ It is why
Mary is called che Mocher of the
church; she is the mother of Chrisc.
It 15 why the church can interpret
the kevs given to Perer as authority
o forgive sins. [ois why the church
is self-correcting (the whole body
cannot err in matters of belief). T is
whv the word of the church is high-
<t than individual conscience and

cason... It is why Catholies view
the Protestant Reformation as such

Irastic mistake-a splintering of
the church is an attack on Christ

msclf.
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If Christ and his church are
one, then a great deal of Catholic
docrrine simply follows narturally.
In a word, eccclesiology represents
the typical difference berween
evangelicals and Cartholics,

And 1 would add char for che
Cacholic Church it appears thar eccle-
silogy replaces iblical soteriology,

CONCLUSION

For those of us who mke the Bible
as our final authority, 1t is vahd o ask
the same question thar Michael
Horron asked, “Is the Cathalic Church
an acceptable Christian communion?
Is it auchentically Christian?™ =

We do not ask this question as
harsh legalists nor as prejudiced anti-
Catholics. We are deeply concerned
that the one billion Roman Cacholics
waorldwide are dependent on a reli-
gious svstem thae cannot deliver what
it promises (heaven, perhaps. by way
of Purgatory). It cannot deliver whar it
promises because of the erroncous
view of the church and the require-
ment that the "faicthful" mecr the
condition of faith plus works for salva-
tion. We need to lovingly and
effectively evangelize all lost people,
including religious bur lost Roman
Catholics,
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