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7. The Church 
 
Many people think of the Catholic Church as a powerful international society, with 
vast property and many institutions for the teaching and practice of religion, all 
directed by clergymen. In fact it is the community of God’s people who accept 
Christ as Lord and Saviour, believe his teachings and are united by his Spirit into 
one Body. Wherever there is a section of that community living and worshipping, 
there is the Church. 
 
    If every cathedral, church, monastery and school were to be destroyed, the 
Church would continue to exist. 
 
                      +               +                + 
 
The People of God 
God communicates with each separate man who tries to serve him. He has 
implanted in man a rule, called conscience, which tells him what is true and what 
is good, and those who follow it please him. Pagans who have never heard of 
Jesus Christ can know and serve God and they will be rewarded by him if they do 
what they sincerely believe God requires of them. He even helps and rewards the 
man who says he is an atheist, if he is sincere in his search for truth and tries to 
serve his fellow men well. God “desires all men to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2, 4). 
 
    But he wishes men to approach him as a people as well as individually. The 
Israelites were the chosen People of God, that is, the Church, before the coming 
of Christ. Christ developed that community into his Church.     
 
The Church in the Old Testament 
We have seen how God selected from the rest of mankind a group of peoples, 
chief among whom were the descendants of Abraham, and formed them into a 
nation. He brought them out of captivity in Egypt under the leadership of Moses 
and made a covenant with them. He brought them into a land of their own and 
helped them to establish the ancient State of Israel. 
 
    He raised up religious leaders, kings and prophets, to rule and teach them 
There grew up a collection of religious teachings which were different from those 
of other peoples. These were put into writing gradually and collected in a book, 
the Old Testament part of the Bible. Under God’s guidance they devised set 
forms of divine worship in which the sacrifice of animals played a central part. 
Because of their leaders, their teachings, their Bible and their worship, they 
enjoyed a certain form of unity, and thought of the nation as a person. The 
prophets often spoke of Israel as the bride of God. 
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    But all these elements were imperfect. The people’s rulers did not always 
guide them wisely or teach the full truth, their sacrifices were weak signs and their 
worship too concerned with external forms, their Bible was incomplete and they 
were never fully united. 
 
The Church of Christ 
Christ came to bring all these elements to perfection in his Church. He did not do 
away with the old Church. Rather he brought it to maturity. It was like a child 
which he brought to manhood. He said: “Think not that I have come to abolish the 
law and the prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them” (Matt. 5, 
17). 
 
    The Church of Christ which we see in the New Testament writings has all the 
elements of the old Church, but in a more perfect form. It has a surer religious 
authority, more developed teaching, a fuller collection of sacred books, a nobler 
form of worship, and it is united into one Body. 
  
    Unlike the Church of the Old Testament it is not the Church of one nation only, 
but is for all men of all time. It is not yet perfect, for it is made up of sinners. But 
God has promised that it will develop into the perfect Church in heaven. 
 
A Visible Church 
Many people seem to suggest a preference for a Christianity without the Church 
or Christianity without Dogma. Many agree that Christ was a great leader, that he 
launched good ideas, that he gave good example, that he stated a new religious 
movement. But they reject the idea of religious ceremonies or definite dogmas or 
a specific teaching authority. They say that after the death of Christ little groups of 
people who liked his ideas gathered together and set up some organization of a 
loose sort, but that was all. The agree that these “churches” are useful for those 
who feel the need of them, but the Christ never made it necessary for his 
followers to belong to any definite organization or to be guided by a specific body 
of teachers. 
 
    Catholics believe the exact opposite. We believe that Christ called all his 
followers into a visible organization with a leader, with a fixed method of entry and 
mode of procedure, with a body of teachers speaking with authority. 
 
    Christ set up an organized body. He described it in different ways. He called it 
a net cast into the sea in which there are good fish and bad. He called it a field in 
which there is good wheat and weeds to be separated at the harvest. He called it 
a sheep-fold of which he is the Good Shepherd. He called it quite definitely “My 
Church” when Simon acknowledged him as God and Christ changed his name 
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to Peter, which means a rock, and said : “Upon this rock I will build My Church.’ 
(Matt. 16, 18). 
 
    This Church is so carefully organized by Christ that there is a definite way of 
entering it -- by Baptism. “Unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot 
enter into the Kingdom of God.” (John 3, 5). 
 
    Once a man is a member of this Church there are certain definite things to 
do. He must go, for instance, to the Apostles for forgiveness of sins because it 
was to the Apostles that Christ said: “If you forgive the sins of any, they are 
forgiven; if you retain the sins of any they are retained.” (John 20,23). 
 
    He must receive the body and blood of Christ in Holy Communion; “Unless 
you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” 
(John 6, 53). 
 
    Baptism, Confession and Holy Communion will be explained much more fully in 
later lessons. They are mentioned here only in so far as they help us to see that 
the Church which Christ founded had a definite method of entry and mode of 
procedure. 
 
Religious rulers 
The Gospels tell how Jesus carefully chose twelve men, called Apostles, and told 
them to leave their home and their work and follow him. They were with him for 
nearly three years, listening carefully to his teaching, watching his miracles and 
learning to know him. On several occasions their names are given, always with 
Simon Peter’s first. 
 
“The name of the twelve apostles are these: first, Simon, who is called 
Peter, land Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebedee, and John his 
brother; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax-collector; 
James the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Cananaean, and 
Judas Iscariot who betrayed him” (Matt. 10, 2-4). 
 
    After the death of Christ, Matthias was appointed to take the place of Judas, 
the traitor, who had committed suicide. 
 
    Christ gave them authority to teach and make laws in his name. He said to 
them: 
 
“Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, 
and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 18, 18). 
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It will be shown in the next lesson how Simon Peter was appointed head of the 
Church on earth and how he and the Apostles were given authority to rule in the 
name of Christ. He made it clear that this authority would not die with them but 
would remain with the Church always. 
 
A body of teaching 
The Apostles were with Christ during all his public life, saw his miracles and 
heard his preaching. In addition he gave them a deeper and fuller knowledge of 
the truth in many private conversations. He sent them out on preaching tours 
while he was still alive. After his death he sent his Spirit to remain with them 
always and remind them of the truth he had taught and guide them so that they 
would teach it correctly. After his death and resurrection he gave them the 
commission to teach throughout the world. He said: 
 
“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore 
and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 
have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age” 
(Matt. 28, 18-20). 
 
Infallible teachers 
The Apostles knew that they had to teach only what Christ had taught and all  
that he had taught. They had his guarantee that they would do so without error. 
As was shown in lesson six, he promised that the Spirit of Truth would remain 
with them “for ever”. He said: ‘He will teach you all things, and bring to your 
remembrance all that I have said to you” (John 14, 26). 
 
    This is a guarantee that although, like all men, they would make mistakes in 
matters of everyday human knowledge, they would not make a mistake when 
officially teaching his doctrine. That promise held after their death – “for ever”. 
Their successors, the bishops of the Catholic Church, as a body, always recall 
Christ’s teaching and teach it correctly. They make mistakes in other subjects, 
even as a body. Individuals among them may make mistakes even about Christ’s 
teaching. But the Holy Spirit sees to it that all of them together do not teach 
Christ’s doctrine incorrectly. If they did, the Church would have failed in her 
mission of giving Christ’s whole truth to the world. She would have led men 
astray, and taught error in the name of Christ. We have his guarantee that she 
will not do this. He speaks through her. He said to the Apostles: “He who hears 
you hears me” (Luke 10, 16). 
 
    Their successors were not free to pick and choose what they taught. They had 
to hand on the whole body of Christ’s teaching. St. Paul says, in the first chapter 
of his letter to the Galatians: 
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“But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel 
contrary to that which we preached to you, let him be accursed. As we have 
said before, so now I say again, If any one is preaching to you a gospel 
contrary to that which you received, let him be accursed” (Gal. 1, 8-9). 
 
One form of worship 
On the night before he died, Christ gave to his Church a way of offering with him 
to his Father the sacrifice of his body and blood. We are told: 
 
“And as they were eating, he took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and 
gave it to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.’ And he took a cup, and 
when he had given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And 
he said to them, ‘This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for 
many . . . .  Do this in remembrance of me’” (Mark 14, 22-24; 1 Cor. 11, 24-
25). 
 
    They did what he had done. In the celebration of the Eucharist they changed 
bread and wine into his body and blood and ate and drank it. They gave his life to 
Christians through the seven signs, called Sacraments, which he had instituted. 
 
A united Church 
The celebration of the Eucharist more than anything else unites the members of 
Christ’ s Church. They who offer the same body and blood of Christ and receive 
him as spiritual food are closely joined to him, and therefore to each other, so that 
they are the Body of Christ. 
 
    The New Testament in many places teaches that the Church is not just a 
society of men organized for a common purpose. It is a living organism. Christ 
compared it to a vine. As the branches, leaves and fruit of the vine live the one 
life, although they are very different from each other in appearance and function, 
so do the members of the Church. He said: 
 
“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch of mine 
that bears no fruit, he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he 
prunes that it may bear more fruit. You are already made clean by the word 
which I have spoken to you. Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot 
bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you 
abide in me, and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me 
you can do nothing. If a man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a 
branch and withers” (John 15, 1-6). 
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      All the different members of the Church throughout the world are separate 
individuals, yet they are all united and made one in Christ. As individuals they 
must continually strive to remain united with Christ by sanctifying grace. 
 
The Body 
St. Paul calls the Church the Body of Christ. The human spirit unites the various 
parts of the human body so that they live the one life. The Holy Spirit, the Spirit of 
Christ. Unites all the members of the Church into one Body. St. Paul in the twelfth 
chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians writes:  
 
“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members 
of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For by one 
Spirit we were all baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – 
and all were made to drink of one Spirit . . . Now you are the body of Christ 
and individually members of it” ( Cor. 12, 12-27). 
 
    As the human body is directed by the head, the Church is directed by Christ. 
To keep and perfect the unity of his Body on earth, he appointed men to teach 
and rule in his name, namely Peter and the Eleven. They kept and developed 
unity among Christians, teaching everywhere the same doctrine and offering the 
same Sacrifice of the Eucharist. 
 
    In the Acts of the Apostles we see a united Church. The Apostles in Jerusalem 
made laws for the whole Church. They wrote letters to the different communities 
explaining the teaching of Christ and urging all to follow it. These writings were 
passed from place to place, copied and read in public worship. Distress in one 
part of the Church was regarded as the concern of all, and money was collected 
everywhere to relieve it. There were some who tried to create division and were 
condemned. In the fourth chapter of the letter to the Ephesians St. Paul urges the 
members of the Church at Ephesus: 
 
“Be eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is 
one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope that 
belongs to your call, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father 
of us all, who is above all the through all and in all” (Eph. 4, 3-6). 
 
Catholic 
There is one characteristic of the Christian Church in the New Testament which 
the old Church did not have, although the prophets looked forward to the day 
when it would have it. Namely, it was not to be a national Church, just for the 
Israelites, but Catholic, that is for all men. 
 



The Catholic Religion 
Chapter 7. THE CHURCH. Page 7 

Transcribed from the 1987 Edition published by The Catholic Enquiry Centre, Australia 
for Faith Formation for Children. 

    The word Catholic is not found in the New Testament. It is a Greek word 
meaning “throughout the whole world.” It was first used of Christ’s Church by St. 
Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch, who was put to death for his religion about seventy 
years after Christ’s death. He wrote to the different groups of Christians in the 
Church, urging them always to keep within the unity of the Church “throughout 
the whole world.” 
 
    Christ said to his disciples: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.” 
Their mission was not only to the Jews, but also to the non-Jews, the Gentiles. 
This was difficult for the first Christian Jews, to understand, and some of them 
protested when St. Peter first received Gentiles into the Church. But the Apostles 
insisted that the Gospel had to be preached everywhere. St. Paul, in particular, 
traveled far and wide teaching Christian truth, and is called the Apostle of the 
Gentiles. 
 
    Christ, then, brought the Church of the Old Testament to full maturity in his 
Church. It had all the characteristics of the old Church, but in a more perfect form. 
It had central religious authority, one body of teachings, a central form of divine 
worship, a fuller collection of sacred writings and it was united into one Body, the 
Body of Christ. 
 
Four Essential Aspects of the Church 
To get a clearer picture of what kind of a Church Christ established, it is helpful to 
consider four stages by which he brought it into existence. They may be listed as 
follows: 
 

(1) The calling, training and sending of the apostles into the whole world. (we 
are studying that stage in this lesson and will continue in lesson 8). 

(2) Christ’s own death and resurrection for the redemption of all. We often call 
that the Paschal Mystery. (We studied it in lessons 4 and 5 ). 

(3) The sending of the Holy Spirit on the Church to give it life and soul and 
vitality. (We studied that in lesson 6). 

(4) The institution of the Blessed Eucharist and the other Sacraments. 
Through these the people of every generation to the end of time, could 
share in the salvation won by Christ. We call these the Liturgy of the 
Church. (We will study them in lesson 9 to 14). 

 
Training the Twelve 
In calling and training his Apostles, Christ intended that they should form a 
nucleus around which the Christian community, i.e. the Church, would grow. They 
were a distinct group with their own special name The Twelve. They received a 
great deal of special instruction. 
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    During his own lifetime, Christ already gave them a share in his own work; 
preaching the coming of God’s kingdom, casting out devils, healing the sick, 
raising the dead to life. But this was only a prelude to the definite commission 
they were to discharge after his ascension to heaven. Before he left them, he told 
them that they would be witnesses to him “in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 
Samaria and to the end of the earth”. (Acts 1, 8). 
 
    By this witness they would build up the Church, i.e. the assembly of all who 
believed that God had raised up Jesus from the dead and willed to give all men a 
share in his glorious life. He told them to go “and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you”. 
 
    So, their commission involved gathering disciples around them and teaching 
them. It also involved baptism, which among other things is the rite of initiation 
into the Christian community. It also involved teaching people to observe all 
Christ’s instructions, i.e. guiding and directing people in carrying out the practical 
demands of Christianity. 
 
   Three basic functions were thereby committed to the Apostles: 

(a) teaching with authority; 
(b) baptizing; 
(c) ruling the Christian community. 

 
    Through the exercise of these functions, the Apostles were to assemble the 
Church and form its members according to the mind of Christ. Around them and 
their successors the Church would be gathered until the end of time. 
 
    At the heart of this apostolic group and of the whole Christian community, 
would stand the chief apostle, Peter. He was to be the essential point of 
reference for the faith and order of the Church. The supreme pastoral care of the 
whole believing community was committed to him by Christ. 
 
    It was only in communion with Peter, in unity of faith and acceptance of his 
pastoral authority, that it would be possible to belong fully to the Church of  
Christ. We believe that the Catholic Church today is the only one which can be 
identified as that Church which was brought into existence by Christ. 
     
Separated Brethren 
There are hundreds of Christian groups in the world today, all differing from the 
Catholic Church and from each other on many points of belief and religious 
practice, yet all possessing some important aspects of the Christian life, and all 
agreeing in calling Christ their Lord and Saviour. During the course of history they 
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separated themselves from full union with the one Christian community. The 
historical reasons for these separations and divisions are many and varied. 
 
    The members of these groups today are not responsible for causing the 
divisions, but as Christians we all have a responsibility to seek unity. From the 
very beginning St. Paul condemned the rifts which sprang up among the followers 
of Christ. (1 Cor. 1, 11). 
 
    Division among Christians is a terrible tragedy. It is the will of God that all 
Christians should be completely united in the one Church which Christ founded. 
True unity does not mean a dead uniformity, but it must be a living unity like that 
of one living body where all the different parts live by the same life and work for 
the good of the whole body. Great efforts are being made to restore this unity 
among all Christians in recent years. We will study it more fully in a later lesson. 
 
The Catholic Church in Australia 
The Catholic Community in Australia is made up of over three million people. 
Approximately one Australian in every four is a Catholic. Some do not understand 
or practice their faith as fully as others. None of us is perfect. Some of us are not 
conspicuous for our love of God or of our neighbour. We often fail to live up to our 
ideals. We constantly need forgiveness. That, incidentally, is why we have 
confession, which will be explained in a later lesson. 
 
    The Australian Catholic Community is divided up into about 1,400 small local 
groups called parishes, each presided over by a parish priest, who sometimes 
has one or more assistant priests. 
 
    The parish is the local assembly of God’s people, a community of believers 
who seek God in truth. The focal point of the catholic parish is the Sunday Mass, 
where the people gather to nourish themselves upon the Eucharist and the word 
of God. It is their point of formation. Out of every parish should grow a vital 
community, anxious to serve mankind as true followers of Christ. 
 
Catholic Schools 
Nearly every parish in Australia has a catholic school where children receive a 
sound moral and religious education side by side with their normal preparation for 
exercising their civic duties and rights as good citizens. Catholics are very much 
aware that as far as possible the moral and religious education of their children 
ought to be an integral part of their total education, not something to be catered 
for quite apart from the rest of their training for life. 
 
    The catholic schools aim to train the children in an atmosphere enlivened by 
the Christian spirit of freedom and charity. They help the young people to relate 
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all human knowledge and learning to the Christian message of salvation, so that 
the spirit of Christ will illuminate their knowledge of the world and of life. Religion 
is part of life, not something apart from it. 
 
    Commenting on this, the recent Vatican Council said: 
 
“For this reason, the Church gives high praise to those civil authorities and 
civil societies that show regard for the pluralistic character of modern 
society, and take into account the right of religious liberty, by helping 
families in such a way that in all schools the education of their children can 
be carried out according to the moral and religious convictions of each 
family”. (Decree on Christian Education No. 7). 
 
    Men and women who have dedicated their lives completely to the service of 
God and their neighbour are religious brothers and nuns, make up a large section 
of the teaching staff of the catholic schools. There are approximately 2,000 
religious brothers and 13,000 nuns in Australia. 
 
The Saints and the Church 
Just as individual parishes reflect the life of the whole Church, so should the life 
of each member reflect it. The saints are the members of the Church who have 
done this better than any body else. Although they are now departed from this 
earth they are united to us in Christ by the bonds of fraternal love. Their lives 
provide us with a number and variety of proven models of virtue. 
 
    Among the saints none surpasses Mary the mother of Jesus. Her life was 
completely given to God and her neighbour in faith and generous love. She saw 
herself as the handmaid of the Lord. She is the ideal of what a perfect Christian 
ought to be. She now shares in the glory of heaven. Mary’s unique place in the 
Church will be explained more fully in a later lesson. 
 
                       +               +                 + 
 
All men are lonely, uncertain and sometimes depressed in the midst of the 
dangers and troubles of the world. Some who live alone, whether in a room in a 
city or a cottage in the countryside, are lonely to the point of despair. Even those 
blessed with a family yearn for deeper understanding and love. No human love 
can completely satisfy man because he was made for God and can say to him, 
with St. Augustine: “Thou hast made us for thyself, and our hearts can find no 
rest until they rest in thee.” The human spirit needs a place of shelter and refuge, 
where it can find comfort in the companionship of fellow Christian and, above all, 
in the love of Christ. 
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    The Catholic Church is this place of refuge and comfort. The Catholic, 
wherever he is, in the city or the countryside, at home or abroad, can find the 
family of God and be united to it in worship. He can find Christ himself who said: 
“Come to me, all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 
11, 28). Man cannot find perfect rest on earth, even in the Catholic Church. He 
will find it only in the Church in heaven, of which St. John writes in his book of 
Revelation: 
 
“Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. 
He will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself will 
be with them; 
he will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 
and death shall be no more, 
neither shall there be mourning nor crying 
    nor pain any more, 
for the former things have passed away.” (Rev. 21, 3-4). 
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POINTS FOR DISCUSSION 
 
    If you study the lessons with a friend, or friends a discussion of the points 
suggested at the end of each lesson will help you to grasp the subject more fully. 
Points suggested for discussion are covered in the lesson to which they refer. 

 
Even if you study alone, an effort to think out some comments on each point 

will deepen your grasp of the subject. Read the lesson again if you find you 
cannot comment meaningfully on the points suggested. There is no need to send 
us your comments. 

 
1. In what sense can the image of the human body demonstrate the 

intimate relationship between Christ and the members of the 
Church? 

2. Why is it said that Christ founded a visible Church? 
3. What in your opinion is wrong with the idea of “Christianity without 

the Church?” 
4. What right has a bishop to tell us what we should believe? 
5. “Catholic” means “Universal”. How can it be said that the Church is 

Catholic, if everyone is not a member of it? 
6. “The obligation of spreading the faith is imposed on every disciple of 

Christ according to his ability” (II V at. Council). Has this statement 
any practical implications for the Australian Catholic laymen? If so, 
what? 

 


