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Foreword

   The Catholic Enquiry Center was founded in 1959 by the Australian Episcopal Conference to conduct a postal course on the Catholic religion, and to offer this to enquirers who are not members of the Catholic Church. Since its inception, the Center has maintained this apostolate, and added a secondary role of preparing and distributing other courses for Catholics.

This book contains the full text of the lessons which make up the course for enquirers. The twenty lessons give a clear, systematic coverage of the fundamental teachings of Christ and His Church. Since its first printing in 1966, there have been a number of revisions, the latest being in 1977.

     The book has been of use to many Catholics in the following situations:

· a source of personal meditation and prayers;

· a home compendium of their Religion;

· a text for discussion groups;

· an aid to help in education of their children;

· a text-book for senior students.

      Following each chapter there are “Points for Discussion”. Various widely used prayers are included, and at the end of Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 6 there are some thoughts on “How to Pray”.

      It is hoped that this book will be a source of instruction, a help in daily living, and an aid to know “Jesus, who leads us in our faith, and brings it to perfection.” (Heb. 12:2)

Pentecost Sunday,               Rev. James M. FitzPatrick, O.M.I.,

June 3rd 1979.                                 National Director,

Sydney, N.S.W.                     CATHOLIC ENQUIRY CENTRE.
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GOD AND I

Religion is a way of life for Catholics. It is not just a list of things we do and things we don’t do; nor a list of things we are for and things we are against. It is a way of life based on love, God’s love for us, and our love for God and for each other.

    We try to show our love for God by doing the things that please him. We believe that god has communicated with man at various times and in a variety of ways, and that he has taught us how he wants us to live.

    We know it is not always easy to live up to our convictions about what God is asking of us. We know that we often fail. Yet we are convinced that in the Catholic Church we can find the necessary help to live good lives.

    We believe that Jesus Christ is god. As Catholics we try to follow his example and teachings in the community of the Church. All our worship and prayers and services are an effort to show our love for him in return for his love for us.

    The aim of this course of lessons then will be to explain the things we believe and the reasons why we believe them. But it will do more than that. It will explain the practical ways in which we try to live out these beliefs in our daily lives, the way we try to respond to God’s for us, and how and why we turn so confidently to God for forgiveness whenever we fail.

                        +               +                +

The framework

A simple outline of the basic beliefs of Catholics may be a useful starting point. Later lessons will expand and explain these beliefs step by step. The reader will find it helpful to refer back to this outline often during the course, and see how the lessons are a development of it.
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1. God is the Creator and Lord of all things. We are all completely dependent on him for life and health and happiness and for everything we possess.

2. God loves all men. He made us all to know him and love him and in this life, and after having served him faithfully here, to be united with him forever in perfect happiness in a new and greater life after death.

3. God has spoken to man at various times and in a variety of ways during the course of human history, gradually revealing his love to us and giving us deeper insights into the meaning and purpose of our own lives.

4. God’s revelation of himself to man reached its climax in Jesus Christ, in whom he himself became man and lived among us in a human way.

5. In the One True God there is a trinity of Persons, the Father, the Son the Holy Spirit, No man fully understands how this can be so; we accept it on the word of Jesus Christ who is god.

6. Jesus died for all men and rose again from death as he had foretold. All who live and die in union with him will one day rise with him to a new and greater life.

7. Jesus authorized his twelve apostles to teach the Christian way of life to the whole world and to keep all his followers united in faith and worship in a visible community which he called his Church.

8. The Bishop of Rome (the Pope), holds the same supreme authority to teach in the Church to-day as that held by Peter. He is the final court of appeal on earth in all matters of Christian faith and morality.

9. The Ten Commandments are a summary of the law of God. They are bonds of love uniting Creator and creatures. The Church has authority from God to teach us what they mean.

10. Sin is any deliberate violation of the law of God. There is no sin that cannot be forgiven if the sinner repents and resolves to turn away from sin.                      2

11. The Mass and the seven Sacraments were freely chosen by Jesus and given by him to his Church. They are the principal channels through which he continues to give his gifts to mankind.

12. The community of the Church reaches beyond earthly boundaries to the Angels and Saints with God in heaven. All who have died in the friendship of God continue to love and help us by their prayers. Chief among them is the Blessed Virgin Mary whom we invoke regularly in our prayers.

Belief in God

From this brief outline it is obvious that the basis of the Christian Religion is belief in a loving God. Most people believe in a Supreme Being of some kind. Even the average school boy knows that if we could produce a complete vacuum, as the universe once was, not even the cleverest among us can make something out of that vacuum, … not even . . . the tiny explosion of gases some scientists say was responsible for creation.

    But relatively few of us find our belief in God in scientific experiments. We discover God in the whole experience of living. We see him more clearly, with all his love and compassion and mercy in the Person of Jesus Christ.

Maker of Heaven and Earth

The most common reason for belief in God is that there can be no adequate explanation of the universe without a Creator. A man sees how day follows night, the seasons follow each other in regular course, the tides ebb and flow, flowers bud and blossom, stars and planets swing in their orbits and the order of the universe is maintained. He asks himself, “Who began and who preserves this wonderful order?” Those who say it came about by chance, he thinks, are easily satisfied. So are they who say it all comes from blind evolution. It is possible that all Nature, including Man, has evolved and that all forms of life have come from
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 more primitive forms. But if so, this has happened in a complex way far more wonderful than anything man could invent and has produced beings far more wonderful than anything man can make. The great scientist Darwin once studied the delicate shading on the wing-feathers of the Argus pheasant. To say that this happened by chance, he argued, was like saying a Madonna painted by Raphael had been formed by a long succession of artists, not one of whom intended to draw the human figure. There has to be an explanation for evolution.

    One of the books of the Bible, the book of Job, represents God as asking where Job was when the world was made. Was he at the making of it? Can he make animals like the whale in the sea, the eagle in the air? Does he even understand the ways of the beasts? In fact a man can spend his whole life studying Nature and still remain ignorant of a great deal of it. Even the accumulated knowledge of all the centuries has not solved all people’s problems.

    This argument appeals to the modern man as much as to the men of the time of Job. A builder’s labourer once said, “You have only to see a lark rising from the long grass to know there is a God.” The captain of a ship once waved his arm towards the sea, heaving in the moonlight, and said, “Any man, who can see that and say there is no god, is a fool.” A factory worker said, “It takes hundreds of clever men to design an aircraft and thousands to make it. But it is not as wonderful as a bird in flight. It takes God to make a bird.”

    A young man who prided himself on being an atheist once came into the study of the famous 17th century astronomer, Kircher. He saw there a very fine working-model of the solar-system. By turning a handle the planets could be made to revolve in their respective orbits around the sun.

   “Very ingenious indeed,” the young man remarked. “Who made it?”

    “Oh, no one made it,” replied Kircher.
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    “Tell me, I want to know – who made it?”

    “Nobody. It just happened.”

    The young man began to see the point and was annoyed “I see, you are trying to be funny.”

    “Isn’t it rather you who are funny? You cannot believe that this little model just happened, and yet you can believe that the real sun and moon and stars, the whole vast universe in fact, came into existence somehow without any Maker!”

    Common sense tells the average man that there is a God. The Bible says, “The fool says in his heart, There is no God” (Ps. 14, 1).

Maker of Man
Zoology is the science which studies life in its origins. There are convinced Christians working in zoology in many of the world’s universities. They are all strengthened in their belief in God by their scientific discoveries. The view of modern biologists is increasingly a religious view. They have found in the formation of man, in the development of the unborn child in the womb, and in a hundred other different things, an order and a mystery which fill them with awe and which persuade them that there is a Supreme Spirit, the designer of all. The same awe was felt by a young mother who gazed with shining eyes at the finger-nails of her new-born child and said, rather surprisingly, “I need no more proof than this that there is a God.”

    But if the human body is so wonderful, what of the human spirit? The biologists have noted that man alone of all the creatures on earth is capable not merely of knowing, but of understanding. He has an amazing capacity for using information from things around him, rejecting the false, accepting the true, and making a judgment. It is surely reasonable to conclude that this wonderful spirit within him was designed by a spirit with greater power than his. The 

average man concludes that this is the Supreme Spirit, maker of heaven and earth.
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Knowledge of self
Many a man is strengthened in his belief in God by his knowledge of himself. He has experienced help from above on many occasions. He has been in danger, has prayed and has been comforted. He has needed something badly, has asked and received it. He has lifted up mind and heart in God and been filled with joy and comfort at the assurance that God is there and hears and helps him.

    He feels guilty when he has done evil and satisfied when he has done good. He knows he will be punished for the evil done and rewarded for the good. Morality is not just a matter of free choice or mere custom. Moral goodness suggests to a man that there is a God who is good and beautiful and it is because he is conscious of the goodness of God that he is ashamed of his own evil actions.

    These, briefly, are but a few examples of the ways in which men who are not necessarily deep thinkers yet have sound common sense, use their reason to strengthen their belief, that there is a Supreme Spirit, the Creator of all things. No single logical argument convinces by itself, but the whole series of arguments does. Different arguments appeal to different men at different times, and as they reason they use their hearts as well as their heads.

The Mystery of God

God is the Supreme Spirit. Nobody made Him. He is eternal, that is, he always existed, there is no before and after with him, he did not begin and will never end, he does not increase or grow less. He is infinite, that is, he has all good qualities completely and all at once; he is all truth, all beauty, all goodness. He is the Creator, that is, he made all persons and things out of nothing and keeps them going.

    He is not a vague, impersonal being with no interest in the universe that he made and supports. He knows all things and everyone and takes a vital and personal interest in all. Yet he will always remain a mystery to man because the human mind is too small and weak to be able to grasp fully the idea of him.
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Non-Believers

There are many who say they do not believe in God. Some of these fix all their attention on work or money or pleasure and have neither time nor inclination to think about God. Some do think about him and reject the idea of him. These are sometimes men very learned in a particular subject, although they may not be well informed about spiritual things. Some of these refuse to believe because they are too fixed in their opinions to bow their minds down before a Supreme Being. Others reject not so much the idea of God as the false idea of him given to them in childhood and accepted by many so-called religious people. Yet in their search for truth and service of their fellow men they may in fact serve God well, although he is an unknown God to them. Many refuse to believe, in spite of the evidence, because they are not prepared to face up to the consequences of believing, which may entail a change in their way of life.

The Human Spirit

Having looked at the world around us, the sun, the stars, the plants, the trees, the birds etc. we begin to see the reasonableness of believing in God. Similarly we can look at ourselves thoughtfully and begin to see the reasonableness of believing that we have a soul, or spirit of life, which will live beyond mere physical death. Dr. Norman Vincent Peals the great American preacher, and author of “The Power of Positive Thinking”, has said, “We don’t try to prove immortality because we want to believe it; we try to prove it because we can’t help believing it”.

    Belief in the immortality of the human soul comes easy to Christians. We believe that Christ is God and that he has told us our souls are immortal, made by God to go on to a new and greater life after death. No further proof is necessary for any of us who believe in an all powerful God who has spoken to us in Christ. We simply accept it with absolute confidence on the word of Christ.

    But, even before studying the life of Christ, (which we will do in the next lesson), we can see, simply by using our own common sense, that there are many good reasons for believing in a life after death.
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New Human life

There is a story told of a young businessman who happened to sit down in a crowded restaurant at the same table as a priest.

    After casual conversation the young man said –

    “You know,, I had given up belief in God until the other day”.

    “Oh? What happened then?”

    “My baby recognized me”.

    He looked up to see if he was being laughed at, but the priest was serious.

    “Go on! I’m interested”.

    “Well, I can’t describe it. She’s my first baby, only five weeks old. I came in from work and spoke to her – the usual stupid baby-talk. She got excited. I took her from my wife and looked at her. She smiled at me. I could see from the light in her eyes that she’d recognized me”.

    He remained silent for a few moments.

    “It was a tremendous thrill. It made me think a lot. There was something in the eyes of the baby that I and my wife had not put there. There’s a power there. That’s what makes a person. It seemed to shine out of her. This might seem all muddled to you, but it makes sense to me”.

    “It does make sense. That’s common sense”.

    “It’s a funny thing”, said the young man, “in a flash I realized that my child had an intelligence of its own. At that moment I grew up. For I realized that the power of perception of a human being is something quite different to that of a dumb animal. Both gaze upon the same world, but only the rational human being has responsibility. He can reflect, reason and resolve”.

Common sense

It would take more than that to convince many men that a child is spirit as well as flesh and blood. And in fact it took more than that to convince the young father. This experience was only one of many, each of which had made him think. That is how the ordinary man is convinced of things, not by a single logical argument, but by a whole series of arguments based on his own experience of life. He may feel that no single argument by itself convinces him, but all
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 altogether have great weight. On these occasions men use their heads as well as their hearts. The whole man enters into the problem of life and each part of him helps to let him know something of what life is all about.

    Most men are convinced that they are not just chemical compounds or a special kind of machine, but are spiritual beings, able to think as well as see and touch. Men of all standards of education and intelligence and in all periods of history have been convinced that because they are spiritual they will not be snuffed out like a candle when they breathe their last. They know that their bodies will disintegrate, but they themselves will live on. They believe this for good reasons. Here are some of them. Different ones appeal to different people at different times. All of them carry weight and one of them tips the scales and brings conviction.

The Lover

The true lover knows that love is not merely an urge of the body, an animal instinct to find a mate. It s also a spiritual and uplifting experience which makes him glad and thankful. Many lovers want to write poetry, compose music, sing songs or just carve two names on a tree. The lover does not love only for what he can get out of it. In fact he is prepared to suffer and even die for the one he loves. He knows that such a power within him is spiritual.

    H knows also that he loves a person not merely because of a beautiful face or figure. He loves for inner qualities more than physical ones. So the lover in the popular song says:

    “She was lovely and fair as the rose of the summer,

    Yet ‘twas not her beauty alone that won me.

    Oh no ‘twas the truth in her eyes ever-dawning

    That made me love Mary the Rose of Tralee.”

    The same applies not only to the love of boy and girl, but also the love of husband for wife, parents for children, child for parents and friend for friend.

    Men are also delighted by beautiful music, noble words of poet or speaker, paintings, scenery, beauty
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 of line in boat, aeroplane or motorcar. They know it is not just the eye or the ear that is pleased, but a spiritual power within them.

The thinker

When a man thinks deeply about himself he realizes that he is spiritual. He thinks for instance how at the age of thirty he can remember things he said and did at the age of twenty and ten. He knows he is responsible for all those actions. The same “I” acts at all stages of his life. Science tells him that his whole body has changed, yet he knows there is something which remains the same. A man talks about the thoughts, memories and actions of the distant past as his. He knows he can be proud of the good actions and should be ashamed of the bad. There is something responsible for them all which remains the same while the body changes, and will remain when the body ceases to function.

    He knows he can think of things without shape, weight or size, which cannot be seen, heard, smelt, tasted, touched. He sees a beautiful woman, hears a beautiful song, smells a beautiful perfume, tastes a beautiful meal, touches a beautiful cloth. He takes out, or “abstracts”, from these the idea which they all have in common, namely beauty. This is called an “abstract” idea, that is, something spiritual, existing outside the material thing to which the word is applied. Some philosophers define beauty as “the splendour of order.” This is a spiritual idea and can only come from a spiritual power.

    Man can also turn inwards on himself, turn back, or reflect, on his own thoughts. He can think of himself thinking. He can think of his thought. He not only knows He knows that he knows.

The inventor

Never in the history of the world has a dog made a dog chain or a horse a horse-shoe. Man is constantly discovering new wonders and putting together information in order to make things which help him to extend his knowledge and his command over Nature. He has extended his knowledge inwards into the nature of things. He has discovered that matter is made up of millions of atoms, each atom of hundred
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 of tiny forces and particles, which again he may go on indefinitely dividing. He has split the atom and harnessed terrific power. He has extended his knowledge outwards, has circled the earth with ship, train, telegraph, radio, television and made contact with the planets through man-made satellites. He is scarcely six feet tall, physically weak, living only for about seventy years, yet he has conquered mountains and seas and millions of miles of space. This is because he has a spiritual power within him which enables him to harness Nature and use it for his own purposes. So the thinker argues that the power which is capable of such spiritual activity must itself be spiritual, that is, without parts. Since it is without parts, it cannot be broken up, cannot be destroyed. Hence it must last forever. It is indestructible.

    The young businessman in the restaurant was convinced that his child had an immortal spirit because he saw the evidence of the life of that spirit shining from the eyes of the child. No doubt his will to believe was moved by his love. As well as using his intelligence, a man must use his will. He has to want to believe.

The Problem of Evil

Many as the question. “How can there be a good and loving God if such terrible things as wars, disease and suffering can happen?” It is quite true that our limited human minds cannot fully explain the presence of evil and suffering in the world. But it is also true that evil and suffering can be explained much more satisfactorily by those who believe in God than by those who don’t. The more correct way to state the problem therefore, would be to say, “There is obviously a God, but why does he permit evil and suffering in the world?”

    None of us can ever fully answer that question because none of us is capable of fully understanding the mind of God. Nor is there any logical reason why we should be able to do so. The human mind is very limited indeed, when compared with the mind of God. However, we can go part of the way towards understanding these things. Man himself, by abusing the freedom God has given to him, is responsible for
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 much of the suffering and sin in the world. 

    God could certainly prevent people from sinning if he wanted to, but that would mean taking away the greatest natural gift which he has given to man, namely freedom of choice. It is man’s freedom of choice that makes him different from the animals and enables him to serve God freely, lovingly and even heroically. But it also enables him to choose to disobey God, to do wrong, to commit sin. Sin then is simply man’s abuse of the gift of freedom. We know that some people do in fact abuse their freedom and commit sin. As a result, they often cause suffering to others as well as themselves, even to the extent of the terrible ravages of war. This, however, is no refection on the power or goodness of God but rather a consequence of man’s abuse of God’s gift.

    There are other forms of suffering and misery too which come, not directly from the sins of any individual, but from famines, diseases, earthquakes and the like. Our finite and limited minds cannot always understand the pattern of God’s purpose in allowing these things, but we can go some way towards understanding it, particularly when we come to look on this life in the light of the next. It is not surprising that even the greatest human minds fall far short of a complete understanding of the mind of God. St. Paul expressed this thought in the eleventh chapter of his letter to the Romans:

  “O, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his way!” ( Rom. 11, 33 ).

    The other side of the picture – all the good, the joy, the love, the happiness, the heroism, the virtue in the world assure us of the love and goodness of God. To say that God does not exist just because we cannot always see his purpose in allowing great disasters or sufferings would be as unreasonable as for the astronomer to say that the planet Mars does not exist just because he cannot understand some particular point about it.

    In later lessons, when we look into the life and teachings of Jesus Christ, we will be able to see a little deeper into God’s reasons for all these things. We will be able to see something of the greater good
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 that God draws from human suffering, to see how man’s life on earth is meant to be but a few short years of preparation for an eternity of happiness in the life after death, to see sometimes how human suffering or sickness or poverty can be the very thing that protects a person from a life of sin which would end in eternal remorse, to see how by suffering with Christ we will rise in glory with him. Even when we cannot understand why God allows suffering and misfortune in every particular case we can be sure that he has his own good reasons for doing so.

    This brings us to the question – what is religion?

The Fall

There was some terrible tragedy in the beginning of the human race when man rebelled against God. It is very mysterious and we understand little about it. In some way man refused to serve, and cut himself off from God’s favour. The account of this tragedy is given in the Bible as a simple yet dramatic story told in highly figurative language. It tells how Adam and Eve, the first parents of the human race, were tempted by the Evil One in the form of a serpent. They ate the fruit forbidden by God and were driven out of the garden of happiness called Paradise. This is known as “the Fall”.

    As a result of lit man sank deeper and deeper into evil land unhappiness and was unable to lift himself out of his degradation. God therefore reached down to help him. First he inspired chosen leaders to teach men about God and how they ought to live. But when the time was ripe God-the-Son became man. He took human nature in the womb of the Virgin Mary. Jesus Christ was God-made-man. He became a member of the human race, underwent all possible humiliation and suffering and died and was buried. But he rose again from the dead in order to lift men up with himself out of their degradation. This will be explained later.

    Religion then is the action of God reaching down to man to lift him up, and man reaching up to God for help. The Christian religion means doing this in and through the person of Jesus Christ.

    It is the purpose of these pages to give an account of this action of God and how he invites man to 
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respond. But it is also their purpose to help the reader to join in the action. At the end of each lesson ways in which he can do so will be suggested.

                         +          +          +

There is nothing more important in life than these two facts, “God and I”. There are some people for whom they have been very real all their lives. John Henry Newman, the great light of the Church of England and of Oxford University in the 9th Century, who became a Catholic priest, said that for him there had always been two “Luminous realities,” God and his soul. But there are others for whom these realities are very dim.

    All men and women must face the great question of their attitude to God. Each day man should lift up mind and heart to God in praise. Those who believe should earnestly pray that their faith may be strengthened. Those who do not believe should desire the joy of believing and ask god’s help to do so. It is possible for the man who does not believe fully in God to pray. The famous, French philosopher, Jacques Maritain, when still an unbeliever, used to pray, “My God, if you exist, and if you are the truth, make me know it.”

    The words of the eighth psalm will help to strengthen faith and raise up mind and heart to God in praise.

O Lord, our Lord,

how majestic is thy name in all the earth ! . . .

When I look at thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars which thou hast established; what is man that thou art mindful of him, and the son of man that thou dost care for him?

Yet thou hast made him little less than God, and dost crown him with glory and honour

Thou hast given him dominion over the works of thy hands, thou hast put all things under his feet, all sheep and oxen,
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And also the beasts of the fields, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the sea.

O Lord, our Lord,

how majestic is thy name in all the earth!

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. The order of the universe is the most common reason for believing in God. Give some examples of this order.

2. What practical reason did the astronomer Kircher give the young atheist for believing in God? Give similar stories from your own experience.

3. How would a better understanding of myself help me gain a deeper understanding of God?

4. How would you answer the objection: if there is a loving God why is there so much evil and suffering in the world.

5. A variety of personal experiences in life help man realize that he has an immortal soul. Recount your own strongest experience in this connection. What is your own strongest reason for believing you have an immortal soul.

6. Compose a short personal prayer in your own words that you would say before beginning to study your weekly lesson on religion.
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                     COME HOLY SPIRIT

This is the emblem of the Catholic enquiry Centre. The cross superimposed on the world expresses the truth that Christ died on the cross to bring the grace of salvation to all men. Early explorers called Australia “The Southern Land of the Holy Spirit”.
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2

Jesus Christ

Jesus Christ is the center of the Catholic Religion. Members of the Church are called Christians, not only because they accept what he taught, but also because they believe that through him, God has come down to them in human form and lifted them up to himself.

      God in himself is a spirit and therefore cannot be seen by human eyes. Man can know from his own reasoning that God exists, but reasoning alone cannot take man much further than that. It cannot tell us very much about God.

    If God had not intervened and told us about himself our relationship with him would have been a very unsatisfactory affair. But there is ample evidence that Jesus Christ was God’s own Son whom he sent into the world to make known his love for us. In this way God has revealed or made known many things about himself to us by putting himself in living contact with us. This is part of what we call Revelation. It is God, our Father, making himself known to us through his Son. It is most important, therefore, that we should examine and study the life and teachings of Jesus  

Christ in order to find out all we can about God and about his love for us.

    It is only in this way that we can begin to find answers to the very personal questions about God which concern all of us. For example, what is God’s attitude to me, personally? Does it concern him that I am lonely and frightened in this big, strange, and often cruel world? If I call out to him will he answer me? How can I have any confidence that he will answer, when I have called out to him before without any apparent results? And if he did answer what would he say? Would he speak words of comfort and promise, offering hope of fulfillment, happiness and peace? Or would his answer be one o condemnation,
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 pointing to my sins and abandoning me forever to my own guilt?

    These are some of the questions, so vital to all of us to which we can begin to find answers only when we know God as he has revealed himself to us through Jesus Christ.

The Gospel

Gospel or “God-spel” is an old English word which means “good news”. The good news of what Christ said and did for men was proclaimed by his first followers wherever they went. Gradually it was put into writing and we have four brief accounts of it, written shortly after Christ’s death, called the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. St. Matthew and St. John were with Jesus throughout the time of his public preaching: St. Mark and St. Luke lived and worked with his first followers and carefully gathered information from them. They all make it clear that they are giving an account of what happened. These books are treated with great reverence by the Catholic Church and are read aloud to the people every Sunday because they are the “Word of God.” Here is a brief summary of what they tell us about Jesus Christ.

Born in Bethlehem

His mother was the Virgin Mary, who lived in the village of Nazareth. A messenger from God told her that she would conceive and give birth to a son through the direct action of God and that he would be called the Son of God. She and her husband Joseph had to go to Bethlehem to register their names in a census. The town was so crowded that they could find no proper lodgings and the child was born in a stable and laid in the manger. God let the news of his birth be known to shepherds on the hills and learned men in the East, who came to honour the child. When the Jewish king Herod got news of it he feared a rival to his throne and tried to put the child to death. But Joseph, his foster-father was told by a messenger from God to take the child and his mother to Egypt. They returned after the death of Herod and settled down in Nazareth. There, as the Gospel says, he increased in wisdom and in stature and in favour with
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 God and man. He learned his lessons and grew up like any other boy, hungry and thirsty, glad and sad, tired and full of energy, loving and obeying his mother Mary and his foster-father Joseph the carpenter.

A great teacher

When he had reached full manhood, he preached in public for about three years. He picked twelve men to be his close followers and give them special training. He taught the people in the synagogues and in the Temple in Jerusalem, but also in their houses, in the streets, on the hillside, on the shores of the lake called the Sea of Galilee, in fact anywhere that crowds gathered to listen to him. His teaching was so noble and beautiful and he spoke with such power and authority that all were full of admiration and said that they had never heard the like. His words are the most noble and beautiful in the whole of human language and have deeply influenced the thought and emotions of men ever since.

    He had a way of teaching which won many hearts because of its simplicity. He used examples familiar to his listeners, for example, fishing and harvesting, sheep and trees. His short stories, called parables, are as interesting and instructive today, as when he first spoke them. Through them, he presented great religious truths in a way that they could be understood and remembered by everyone.

Sins Forgiven

In the following parable for example, he shows us that God accepts our sorrow for sin and forgives us.

“What man of you, having hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost, until he finds it? And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbours, saying to them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was lost”. Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance”. (Luke 15. 4-7). 
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Necessity of Good Works

In his parable of the barren fig tree, he taught us that it is necessary for a Christian to do good works. He said:

“A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came seeking fruit on it and found none. And he said to the vinedresser, ‘Lo, these three years I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down; why should it use up the ground?’ And he answered him ‘Let it alone, sir, this year also, till I dig about it and put on manure. And if it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down’.” (Luke 13, 6-9).

Humility and Repentance

He gave us a very simple example of the meaning of humility and repentance in the parable of the Pharisee and the Publican:

“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank thee that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week, I give tithes of all that I get.’ But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other; for every one who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted.” (Luke 18, 10-14)

God’s Love and Mercy

He showed us the love and mercy of God in the parable of the prodigal son:

“There was a man who had two sons; and the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that falls to me.’ And he divided his living between them. Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took his journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in loose living. And when he had spent everything, a great famine
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 arose in that country, and he began to be in want. So he went and joined himself to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would gladly have fed on the pods that the swine ate; and no one gave him anything. But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants have bread enough and to spare, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me as one of your hired servants.” And he arose and came to his father. But while he was yet at a distance, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet; and bring the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and make merry; for this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to make merry.

“Now his elder son was in the field; and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. And he called one of the servants and asked what this meant. And he said to him, ‘Your  brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has received him safe and sound’. But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, but he answered his father, ‘Lo, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command; yet you never gave me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends. But when this son of yours came, who had devoured your living with harlots, you killed for him the fatted calf!’ And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. It was fitting to make merry and be glade, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found ‘.” (Luke 15, 11-32).
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A noble person

The world has never seen so noble a character. He was strong and fearless, full of energy and zeal. He knew he was hated by the Jewish authorities and that they wanted to get rid of him, yet he preached in public, even in the Temple, and rebuked them to their faces. He told them that they were like white-washed tombs, clean outside “but within full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness” (Matt. 23, 27).

    Yet he was kind and loving. He had pity on the ordinary people, particularly the sick, the hungry and the poor and was eager to comfort and cure them. He allowed them to push and shove around him and invited them to come to him for help. He was kind to sinners and encouraged them to be sorry for their sins. He even sat down at table with them. He loved children and when his followers tried to prevent the mothers from bringing the little ones to him, he was indignant. “Let the children come to me, and do not hinder them,” he said (Matt 19, 14).

    He was no fanatic, but a calm, balanced and noble character.

He worked miracles

A miracle is wonderful event, above the ordinary course of Nature, done by God for a religious purpose. Jesus Christ worked many astonishing miracles.

    He was frequently moved to pity at the sight of suffering, and cured hundreds of people with all kinds of diseases, both of mind and body. Usually he just spoke a few words and touched the sick person and he was cured immediately. Here, for instance, is a remarkable sentence in the Gospel according to St. Luke.

“Now when the sun was setting, all those who had any that were sick with various diseases brought them to him; and he laid his hands on every one of them and healed them. And demons also came out of many, crying, ‘You are the Son of God!’ “ (Luke 4, 40-41).

    These wonderful deeds were witnessed by thousands of people, many of whom were alive when the Gospel was written, and many more of whom heard it preached by the Apostles after Christ’s
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 death. All these could testify that what was written was true. Sometimes these deeds were carefully investigated by the authorities. Chapter 9 at the Gospel according to St. John tells of one such instance when Christ cured a blind man and the religious leaders brought the man and his parents before their court and questioned them carefully about the event.

    He had power over Nature. For instance, Chapter 6 of the Gospel according to St. Mark tells how he multiplied five loaves and two fishes so that there was more than enough to satisfy five thousand hungry men. Then he walked on the surface of the lake to join his followers, land calmed the wind. On another occasion he calmed a storm on the lake (Luke 8, 22-25.)

He brought the dead back to life

The Gospels tell of three occasions when he brought the dead back to life. He took the hand of a dead girl, said to her, “Talitha cumi,” which is Aramaic for “Little girl, arise” (Mark 5, 41), and immediately she sat up and walked. He once had pity on a widow going to bury her only son. He stopped the funeral procession, said, “Arise,” and the young man sat up (Luke 7, 14).

    He raised to life a man called Lazarus. The account of this is given in the 11th chapter of the Gospel according to St. John.

    Lazarus, a close friend of Jesus, lived with his two sisters, Martha and Mary, in Bethany, near Jerusalem. He was dangerously ill and his sisters sent a message to Jesus, who was a three days’ journey away in the north: “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” Jesus waited for two days, and when he set out to go south Lazarus was already dead. When he was near the house, Martha ran out to meet him and said: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Jesus replied with these beautiful words:

“I am the resurrection and the life:

 he who believes in me,

 though he die, yet shall he live,

 and whoever lives and believes in me

 shall never die” (John 11, 25-26).

    They took him to where Lazarus was buried, in a cave with a great stone rolled over the entrance.
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 Jesus told them to roll back the stone. Martha warned him that her brother had been dead for four days and his body would be corrupting. However she gave the order for the stone to be moved away and Jesus shouted: “Lazarus, come out!” The man who had been dead for four days came out of the grave, wrapped in his shroud. Jesus told them to unbind him and let him go.

    Hundreds witnessed this miracle and thousands heard of it. It had such an effect on the people that the religious leaders were afraid their power was slipping from them and determined that Jesus would have to die.

    These are but a few of Christ’s miracles. He showed that he was the giver of life, that he could restore full strength to the sick and the crippled in body, and even restore life to the dead. But the greatest act he did on earth was to rise from the dead himself.

    But that is so important that it must be dealt with more fully later.

Why he did these miracles

These wonderful deeds were part of Christ’s mission to save men from the effects of sin. Sickness and death of the body are among these effects. But he came to give a higher form of life, a life which is “super”-natural, that is, above that of nature, a life which is a sharing in the life of God. The bodily health he gave was a sign of the supernatural life he would give. He was the life-giver.

    Only God is the life-giver. By giving life and in particular by rising from the dead himself, Christ demonstrated that he was God-made-man. Divine deeds are from a divine person.

He claimed to be Divine

He claimed to be divine. He had to be cautious about such a claim, for he did not wish to shock the people so that they would turn against him before they had heard his message. He gradually suggested the truth to them.

    He claimed to be the Saviour, the Son of God, whom the Jews called the Messiah. He spoke with absolute authority about the Law of God and even
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 added to what was written in the Bible. He claimed the power to forgive sin, which is an offence against God and which only God can forgive. As Christ’s enemies said: “Who can forgive sins but God?” He proved that he had the power to forgive by curing a paralysed man, saying “Rise, take up your bed and go home”. (Matt. 9, 6).

    When he was tried for his life before the Jewish religious court, the Chief Priest solemnly put him on oath and asked him: “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?” Jesus said to him: “I am; and you will see the Son of man sitting at the right hand of Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven” (Mark 14, 61-62). Under oath and knowing he was facing death, he claimed to be the one who would come from heaven at the end of the world to judge all men. In other words, he claimed to be the Son of God.

    We find the clearest statement of this claim in the Gospel according to St. John. This account of the Gospel was written by the youngest of the Apostles, who stood beneath the cross as Jesus died. He was with Jesus all through his public preaching. He wrote many years after the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark and Luke had been written and his whole purpose in writing his Gospel was to show that Christ was God-made-man.

    He begins his account with perhaps the noblest words in all the Bible:

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God; all things were made through him, and without him was not anything made that was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it . . . and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth: we have beheld this glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father” (John 1, 1-14).

    The Word of God is the second person of the Blessed Trinity, spoken from all eternity by the Father, taking flesh in the womb of the Virgin Mary. When he calls him “the Word,” St. John says Jesus Christ was the second person of the Blessed Trinity.
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He claimed to be the giver of life

Christ claimed power to give eternal life. Here is one example of his claim from the sixth chapter of the Gospel according to St. John:

“I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is  the bread which comes down from heaven, that a man may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if any one eats of this bread, he will live for ever; and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh” (John 6, 48-51).

He claimed to be equal to God the Father

In the eight chapter of St. John we are told how Christ claimed divine origin and applied to himself the name I AM, which the Jews used for God. He made it perfectly clear what he meant when he said finally that he had existed before Abraham, who had died nearly two thousand years before. They said to him: “You are not yet fifty years old, and have you seen Abraham?” He replied, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I AM” (John 8, 57-58). They knew exactly what he meant and tried to stone him for blaspheming, but he escaped from their hands.

    In the tenth chapter of St. John we read how they threatened to stone him again when he said: “I and the Father are one.” In spite of their threats, he did not take back what he said, rather he repeated it in another way, saying: “The Father is in me and I am in the Father” (John 10, 30-38). In the fourteenth chapter we are told how, on the night before Christ died, Philip said to him: “Lord, show us the Father.” Jesus said: “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14, 9). Later, he said that all that belonged to the Father belonged to him.

The Second Person of the Trinity

Christ then claimed to be divine, to be equal to God the Father, to be the Word of God, to be God the Son.

    How could he be? He was a man. This is a mystery which we can never fully understand. He is the second person of the Blessed Trinity. There are
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 three persons in God--- the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. These three person are not three Gods, but are one god, for there is only one divine nature. The second person of the Blessed trinity, God-the-Son, took also a human nature, that is, became man. He did not cease to be God when he became man. As man, he could pray to the first Person of the Blessed Trinity, calling him “My Father” and say, for example, “the Father is greater than I.” But as God, he could say that whoever had seen him had seen the Father, and that he and the Father were one.

    There have been great religious leaders in the history of the world, but none of them has ever dared to claim to be God. If a man makes a claim like that he is either a deceiver, or insane, or he is God. He is a deceiver if he deliberately makes a false claim, for he seeks to lead men astray, to deceive them in a matter of the utmost importance. If he is not a deceiver, he is perhaps insane, imagining himself to be God. Christ showed no signs of insanity. He was calm and balanced. He was perfect man whom no one could accuse of the slightest fault. He was not a deceiver, he was not insane. We can take only the third choice. He was what he claimed to be, God-made-man.

    To claim is one thing, to prove the claim is another. Christ proved his claim by his whole life and especially by his miracles. It is proved above all by his own rising from the dead.

                    +                  +                  +

This is but a thumbnail sketch of Jesus. Those who read the Gospel seriously and often will find his personality shining out from the pages. He is the noblest, strongest, gentlest, kindest and most charming character in history. Those who do not know him are poor indeed.

    For the Christian he is not just a character in history who died long ago and now lives only through the influence of his ideas. He is as much alive today as he was when he walked the roads of Palestine. He meets us as he met the men of his day and makes 
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the same demand for faith in him. That is, he demands to be accepted as God-made-man, the Saviour of mankind.

    Jesus looks into the eyes of each man who encounters him and says, as he said to doubting Thomas, “Do not be faithless, but believing.” Many are easily conquered by him and can say immediately, like St. Thomas, “My Lord and my God” (John 20, 27-28), and falling down adore him. There are others who have difficulty in believing, like the father of the possessed boy in the ninth chapter of St. Mark’s Gospel. Christ said to him: “All things are possible to him who believes.” He replied: “I believe; help my unbelief” (Mark 9, 23-24).

    Faith is a supernatural gift from God which enables us to accept Jesus as God and Saviour. It gives the human spirit the power to rise to God. It gives the soul, as it were spiritual muscles and the energy for them to act. But like the muscles of the body, they must be developed and strengthened by use. Those who have not faith should ask God to give it them. Those in whom it is weak should pray, “Help my unbelief.” Those who rejoice in this gift should develop it by daily acts of faith, such as that of St. Thomas, “My Lord and my God.” Here is a prayer for faith which might well be said every day:

“My God, grant me the grace of a deep, fervent, living faith in you and in all you have revealed. Remove far from me pride, vanity, insincerity, self-interest, timidity, human-respect and anything whatsoever which may be an obstacle to my complete acceptance of your revealed truth.

May I be absolutely true to you, assenting with all my being to everything you would have me believe, and living always according to your holy will. Lead me by your grace to worship as you desire to be worshipped so that, ever guided by your truth, I may grow daily in your love. Amen.”
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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. Why did Pope Paul VI say, “If we truly wish to know God, we must turn to Jesus”?

2. Give examples from the life of Christ to show his mercy for sinners.

3. Give some quotations from the words of Christ showing that he claimed to be God.

4. Report on any incident from your won experience where someone acted in an outstandingly Christ like manner.
5. What is your favourite incident from the life or teaching of Christ. What is its particular appeal to you?
6. Christ said “The Father is greater than I”. How could this be so if he is God?
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HOW TO PRAY

The Practice of the Presence of God

Our Lord on one occasion told His Apostles that they should pray always (Luke 18, 1). What did He mean? How is it possible to pray always?

    Our Lord meant by those words that we should first of all realize that we are always in the presence of God. He is with us all the time. Once we realize this, constant prayer becomes a very simple thing. It does not need many words, indeed it doesn’t need any. The better we know a person the less need we have of words in talking to him

    The practice of the presence of God means sharing our life, our interests, our activities, our thoughts with Him. This is called the state of prayer. It is a state which can last all our waking hours. Moreover, in this way we little by little learn to look at things in God’s way, to judge things from His point of view. Prayer becomes, as it were, the very air we breathe. Our whole life becomes an offering, a prayer to God. This is what Christ meant when He said that we should pray always.

    Of course we should also try to have some special time each day for verbal prayer. Even if we do not use many words, a few minutes each night to think back on the day and talk to God about it will mean a great deal. Next day we will be better able to put ourselves in the presence of God.

Prayer in Words

We can form the habit of prayer without words – simply by raising our mind and heart to God. There are times, however, when we feel the need to put our thoughts and feelings into words. In that case we should talk to God as simply as we talk to anybody. If you read the lives of the Saints you will
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find an extraordinary simplicity in their conversation with Almighty God. Sometimes they just say the same thing over and over again. “My God I love You. MY God I trust You. My God I believe in You.” So a person in love says the same things over and over
 again to the one he loves. We can talk as much or as little as we please, in any way we please, so long as it is sincere. That is all that God wants.

    What about using prayer books? Some find them useful, others don’t. We can use them or not, just as we wish. In general, though, it is true to say that most people can learn a great deal from using a prayer book. There are times when we can’t find words to express what is in our heart. The prayers that have been used by friends of God for centuries can then help us to say what we want to say. It is like appreciating poetry. The poet has a gift of saying with insight and penetration the kind of thing that we have vaguely felt but never been able to express. So also formal prayers can nourish the spirit of prayer in us when we use them. After a while phrases and sentences from them become part of ourselves. What had begun as a borrowed prayer is now a very personal one of our own.





                      COME HOLY SPIRIT
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3
The Bible

    When the bishops of the world gather around the Pope at a General Council to discuss the teaching, worship and organization of the Church, an open Bible stands high in the midst of them during their discussion. This is to remind them that the Church looks to the Bible in her teaching. She is always pondering the Bible. With this book in her hand and its words on her lips, the Church is the great teacher delivering God’s message to man. Not all her teachings are mentioned explicitly in the Bible, because any written record needs constant interpretation and commentary in succeeding ages. Yet, this written record itself, is vitally important as a permanent and unchanging testimony of the Church in the days of the Apostles.

    It is impossible to give an account of the Catholic Religion without referring constantly to the Bible. It seems best to say at the start what the Bible is and how it came to be written.   

                      +                +                 +

The Living word

The word Bible comes from a Greek word meaning “The Books”. The Bible therefore in some ways is not one book, but a whole library for it consists of a

33

 collection of 73 books. It took more than a thousand years to reach us in its present form. It is written in three ancient languages, Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek and many authors have contributed to it, men varying in background from common labourers to sheltered scholars and mighty kings. At first glance it might appear to be a hotch-potch of history, scraps of battle songs, poems, family trees legal codes, plays, short stories, prophecies, political speeches and sermons. But, throughout the whole of the Bible is this startling fact, there is a unifying thread which draws the whole thing together.

    The Bible is the story of God’s activity in human history. A little corner of the Middle East was the workshop in which God was to hammer out his plan for man’s salvation by preparing man for the coming of Christ and his Church. All this we can see from the Bible. God revealed himself to man, not suddenly or completely but step by step, a little at a time, as his people were ready for it. This gradually developing communion with God is found recorded in the pages of the Bible.

    The Bible is divided into two parts, called the Old Testament and the New. It is not merely a record of ancient events and teachings but is the inspired, living word of God containing his message to men of all times. God himself inspired men to write the books of the Bible and through them he continues to enlighten men’s minds to know him better and move their hearts to love him more.

    The Bible is in unique way the Church’s own book, and to understand it correctly it must be considered within the framework of the Church, the People of God. The Old Testament belonged to and was produced by the then People of God, the chosen race of Israel, God’s Church before the coming of Christ. It cannot be understood correctly apart from that framework. So also the New Testament must be seen and considered within the framework of the New People of God, the Church established by Christ which produced it and to which it belongs. Both Old and New Testaments now belong to the Church, for 
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the Old is perfected and fulfilled in the New.

    A testament or covenant is an agreement between two parties, as when husband and wife at their marriage promise each other love and co-operation, or a conquering king promises rights and protection to a nation in return for its service.

The Old Testament

The Old Testament is mainly concerned with God’s covenant with his people before the coming of Jesus Christ. It tells how, about nineteen hundred years before Christ, God prompted Abraham to leave the pagan city of Ur in Mesopotamia and go into a district now called Israel and Jordan. God promised to favour and guard him and his descendants and make them great and numerous if they honoured and obeyed him. They were at first a group of Semitic tribes wandering about Palestine. Then famine drove them to Egypt. There they became rich and numerous, but under later kings, who disliked the Semitic peoples, they were treated as slaves.

    The book of Exodus tells how God raised up the great prophet Moses to lead them out of Egypt in spite of opposition from the Egyptian king. He led them across the Sinai desert back to their own land.

The Covenant

At Mt. Sinai in the desert God made a covenant with his people. They witnessed a terrifying display of his power in thunder, lightning and eruptions of the mountain. They gathered in worship below as Moses went up to be alone with God. There he was given a deeper insight into the nature of God and his will for his people. Under the direction of Moses laws for divine worship and right living were drawn up. A short summary of God’s Law in ten statements was engraved on two tables of stone. There are called the Ten Commandments. The people promised to serve the one, true God and keep his commandments, and
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 God promised to help and save them. This covenant was sealed in blood. The life of an animal was offered to God and its blood was sprinkled in the presence of God.

    They ceased to be a band of runaway slaves and marched bravely under God’s guidance and protection to take possession of their own land and set up a state, called the State of Israel, with its own government, laws and place of worship.

Kings and Prophets

God acted continually upon his Chosen People through kings and prophets whom he enlightened and guided. The greatest of the kings was David, who lived about 1000 B.C. He planned to build a place of worship, the Temple, and under his inspiration many beautiful hymns, called psalms, were composed and used in divine worship. But is was left to his son, Solomon, to build a splendid temple, and elaborate ceremonies for divine worship in it were devised.

    God taught his people mainly through inspired preachers called Prophets. These men rose in every age, convinced that they spoke with God’s authority and delivered his message. In some of the most sublime language ever spoken by man the prophets rebuked the people for practicing the vices of the pagan nations, called upon them to worship the one true God and told of his loving kindness towards them. In the ringing tones of their noble language and the beauty of their thought the message of God is recognized to-day as it was by the people who first heard them.

    Between the years 800 and 600 B.C., there was a series of these religious leaders, the greatest of whom were Isaiah and Jeremiah. The prophets had their own sermons written down. Also they collected the ancient traditions of the people and the chronicles of the early kings in books called Deuteronomy, Judges, Samuel and Kings.
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Scribes

The powerful neighbouring kingdoms of Assyria and Babylon frequently raided the Israelites and carried off slaves. In 587 B.C., the Babylonians conquered them, destroyed their Temple and carried so many of them off into captivity that it was more or less the end of the State of Israel. But the exiles continued to practice their religion and God continued to raise up prophets to speak in his name, such as Ezekiel and Habakkuk.

    When the Persians conquered Babylon, a party of zealous Israelites came home and began rebuilding Jerusalem and the Temple under the inspiring lead of Ezra. He was a Scribe, a writer who studied and copied the ancient sacred writings, and he impressed upon the people that these were the words of God and must be preserved and honoured. A school of Scribes was established, which became a permanent institution. Gradually they put together the Old Testament as we have it to-day.

    They wrote down the old “bible stories” which told of the beginnings of the human race and of the people of Israel. They collected the thoughts and meditations of wise men in the books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes; the events in the reigns of kings in the book of Chronicles; old moral stories in the books of Ruth, Job and Esther. A collection of hymns, ancient and modern was made, called the book of Psalm, some of which dated back to the days of King David. These beautiful songs to this day express the joys, hopes and sorrows of the human heart as it turns towards God.

The Canon of the Bible

The Greek king of Syria ruled the Israelites in the second century B.C. and tried to force them to adopt the religion of the Empire and its language, Greek. During the persecution under him, a pious Jew wrote the book of Daniel, a collection of six stories telling how the Israelites stood up to persecution in Babylon
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of old, and four visions promising a good time to come. It was written mainly in Hebrew, though parts of it were in Greek. A wise man called Ben Sira wrote Sirach, a collection of wise sayings written in Hebrew, which his grandson translated into Greek. The great deeds of a family of warriors called the “Machabees”, who led Jewish revolts against the conquerors, were written in two books, one in Greek, one in Hebrew, later translated into Greek. Finally, a century or so B.C. , a Greek Jew wrote in Greek one of the most spiritual and lofty books of the Bible, the book of Wisdom.

    There were three other books in Greek, based on Hebrew writings, namely the moral stories of Tobias and Judith and the prophecy of Baruch.

    These writings in Greek were not regarded by some of the Jews as being equal to the Hebrew book of the Bible. The Protestant Churches have followed this tradition. They call them the “Apocrypha,” and say they are good and useful for instruction but not equal in authority to the rest of the Bible. There was, however, another Jewish tradition which included these books in the Bible, and this the early Christians from the time of the Apostles adopted. The Catholic Church has always followed this tradition and has declared them to be truly part of the Bible. At several meetings of bishops in the fourth century, the Canon or list of the books of the Bible was drawn up and these Greek books were included. The Church uses them constantly in her teaching and public worship, and indeed they contain some of the most beautiful and lofty passages in the Bible.

The New Testament

Jesus Christ and the first Christians cherished the Old Testament as the word of God. It was the Bible of the Apostles. But God continued to move and inspire men to write books which the Church accepted as having the same authority as the Old Testament. The first followers of Jesus Christ joyfully announced the good news of his life, death and resurrection, and 
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almost certainly short collections both of the sayings and deeds of Jesus were put into writing shortly after his death and devoutly kept by the Christians. But the earliest Christian writings we have are the letters of Paul and other Apostles.

The Letters

About ten years after the death of Christ a Jewish teacher and writer named Saul, later called Paul, became a Christian. He was specially chosen by God and was commissioned by the Apostles to preach. He began traveling through the Eastern provinces of the Roman Empire setting up Christian Churches. We have thirteen letters written by him in which he explains Christ’s teaching and urges his readers to follow it.

    The apostles Saints Peter, James, John and Jude wrote similar, though shorter, letters to distant Christian communities. A long treatise called the letter to the Hebrews was written to a community of Jews who seem to have been tempted to return to the beliefs and practices of their ancestors. During a violent persecution of the Christians by the Roman Emperor, St. John, or one of his disciples wrote a book called the Apocalypse, or Revelation, like the book of Daniel. It describes visions and symbolic pictures which represent Christ as Lord and Saviour triumphing over the evils of the pagan world and ensuring the ultimate happiness of his followers.

    These writings were loved and venerated by the Christian communities, copied and handed around, read aloud in the churches as the word of God and treated as of equal authority with the books of the Old Testament.

The Gospels

It was thought necessary to have a fuller written account of Christ’s life and teaching based on the evidence of the men who had heard him speak.
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 There are four of these called the Gospels according to Sts. Matthew, Mark, Like and John. It is probable that St. Mark, companion of St. Paul on one of his missionary journeys and disciple of St. Peter, wrote the first. He probably used written material already available. St. Matthew, one of the apostles who had been with Jesus during his public preaching, used this book as the basis of his Gospel, written with Jewish readers particularly in mind. St. Like, a Greek doctor who had been St. Paul’s traveling companion, also used it, as well as other writings, and questioned eye-witnesses on the events, to write the third Gospel. He also wrote a book called The Acts of the Apostles, which is an account of the first years of the Church’s life, with particular emphasis on the preaching of Sts. Peter and Paul.

    St. John the Apostle, towards the end of his life, wrote the fourth Gospel. It is a more profound and spiritual account of some of Christ’s deeds and sermons to show that he is God the Son and move the reader to believe in him.

    These four Gospels tell the same good news, for the same purpose, but in slightly different ways. They proclaim the events of Christ’s birth, death and resurrection in order to move the hearers to believe in him and have eternal life.

    After the Gospel according to St. John, nothing was added to the written word of God. The Bible was complete. Now Christ himself, the full revelation of God to man, remains with his people, giving them life and teaching them truth in his Church.

God Wrote the Bible

God wrote the Bible, using men as his instruments. But he used them in accordance with their nature, namely as free agents, with memory, understanding, will land personality. Each collected his materials in his own way, made his own judgments, wrote in a style suited to his character, the nature of his message and the customs of his time. God moved 
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the writers to write and guided them in their writing so that they wrote the truth which he had revealed to them and did so without error. He is the chief author, the human authors are his instruments.

The People Accepted it

The people of god recognized in the Bible the truth which he had taught them. It was read aloud in their assemblies and they pondered upon it, finding in it the expression of their deepest sentiments and feelings. The religious leaders of the people, under the inspiration of God, declared these writings to be word of God. There have been other writings of holy and learned men, before and after the time of Christ, which have been venerated by the people of God, and yet they are not part of the Bible. What makes a book part of the Bible is the fact that God moved the author to write, guided him in his writing so that he wrote what God wanted and did so without error, and the Church leaders officially declared the book to be the Word of God.

History in the Bible

Most of the Bible is religious poetry, poetic sermons, moral stories and explanations of religious teaching. But much of it is history. Like all history, it is written for a purpose. The purpose of the Bible is a religious one. Events are selected and described to show how God saved his people in order that the readers might be moved to believe in him and serve him. This then is “salvation history”. Moreover, it is history written two thousand years ago in Eastern lands by and for a people with a way of thinking and writing far different from those of modern times.

    Sometimes the writers used colourful and dramatic stories of ancient times to teach religious truth. For example, the truth that God created the universe and the human race, and that man’s sin brought evil and unhappiness is told in the dramatic account of Adam and Eve, the serpent and the forbidden fruit. The truth

41

 that man deserved to be wiped out for his sins, yet a chosen people were saved by a merciful God, is told in the story of the great flood and Noah who was saved with his family in the Ark.

    The nearer the writers approach our own times the nearer their style of writing history is to ours. The writers of the Gospel make it clear that they are recording facts in a way very similar to that of the modern historian. They make it clear that they or their informants witnessed the events they record. St. John, for instance, says he writes about things “which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and touched with our hands” (1 John 1, 1). St. Luke tells that he is recording things “delivered to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word” (Luke 1, 2). The Gospel writers intend their facts, and among them the facts of the great miracles worked by Christ, to be regarded as real events. Christ really did walk on the water, did still the tempest, did cure the sick in hundreds and raised the dead to life. Above all, the fact of his resurrection from the dead is the central truth upon which the whole of Christian teaching depends.

Interpretation of the Bible

The Church under the guidance of God tells us which out of the many sacred books are the books of the Bible. Also under his guidance she interprets their meaning in doctrines of faith and morals. God enlightens the mind of every man as he reads them, but he does not leave him free to make up his own religious beliefs merely from his own interpretation of the Bible. As a result of the theory of “private interpretation,” which was taught in the 16th century, scores of Christian sects have arisen, all with different beliefs and practices, yet all claiming to base their religion on the Bible. It is not surprising therefore that the Catholic Church warns people about the dangers of private interpretation of the Bible in doctrinal matters. She has ever done so right from the beginning—in the third chapter of his second 
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epistle St. Peter warns the early Christians of the dangers associated with interpreting the Scriptures without the proper guidance. Referring to the letters of St. Paul he writes:

“There are some things in them hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures” (2 Pet. 2, 16).

    The Catholic Church has always taught the people the contents of the Bible. She orders that it must be read aloud in church and explained in sermons. In times when few could read she taught it by way of paintings, stained-glass windows and religious plays. Now that most people can read she urges her children to read it in the light of her teaching, and tells them that if they do so with faith and love they will not only learn the Word of God but also meet him through their reading and receive life from him.

II Vatican Council

When the catholic bishops of the world gathered with the Pope at the Second Vatican Council (1962-65), they had this to say about interpretation of the Bible:

“Those who search out the intention of the sacred writers must, among other things, have regard for “literary forms.” For truth is proposed and expressed in a variety of ways, depending on whether a text is history of one kind or another, or whether its form is that of prophecy, poetry, or some other type of speech. The interpreter must investigate what meaning the sacred writer intended to express and actually expressed in particular circumstances as he used contemporary literary forms in accordance with the situation of his own time and culture. For the correct understanding of what the sacred author wanted to assert, due attention must be paid to the customary and characteristic styles of perceiving, speaking, and narrating which prevailed at the time of the sacred writer, and to the customs men normally followed at that period in their everyday dealings with one another.
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    But, since holy Scripture must be read and interpreted according to the same Spirit by whom it was written, no less serious attention must be given to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture, if the meaning of the sacred texts is to be correctly brought to light. The living tradition of the whole Church must be taken into account along with the harmony which exists between elements of the faith . . . The way of interpreting Scripture is subject finally to the judgement of the Church, which carried out the divine commission and ministry of guarding and interpreting the word of God”.

The Bible in English

Most of the Bible was originally written in Hebrew or Greek. We read it now in translations. Each translation must be judged on the quality of its English and, even more important, on its accuracy of translation from the original text. Many people are of the opinion that the best modern translation is the Jerusalem Bible. Its English is up-to-date, and it is translated by excellent scholars who are noted for their care. It is the translation used for public reading in most Catholic Churches in Australia. The recently published New English Bible, which was planned and directed by representatives of a number of Protestant Churches, is also an excellent translation.

    We decided, however, to use the Revised Standard Version of the Bible in this course of lessons, because it is better known among non-Catholics. It is accurate, and the English used in it is good, although a little dated. All our quotations are from this translation.

    For those who are not very familiar with the Bible, a few words about the references to our quotations may be helpful.

    About the year 1230, a priest in Paris University divided the Bible into chapters. This made it much easier to find my particular quotation that was
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 needed. In the year 1528, a Dominican priest divided each chapter into verses. This made it easier still to find any section, or even a sentence. These divisions are used in almost every Bible today.

    You will notice in this course that, when we quote the Bible, we usually give you the reference after the quotation, so that you may refer to it if you wish. A simple example will explain this to you. After a quotation you may see in brackets (John 21, 15-17). This means that you will find the words quoted in the Gospel of St. John, Chapter 21, verses 15 to 17. If you have the time, it is good to look up these quotations in your Bible, and to read what goes before them and what comes after them. In that way you will see the quotation in its full context and be better able to appreciate its meaning.

    Non-Catholic and Catholic Bibles differ very little from each other, especially in the New Testament. (See above ‘The Canon of the Bible’ regarding the main point of difference in the Old Testament). You should be able to find the quotations we give in any Bible you have in the house.

                     +                 +                   +

The whole Bible tells of God’s loving kindness to man. He created and set him over the universe. When man rebelled against God and became hopelessly bogged down in the mess his sins caused, God set about lifting him up and leading him to safely. He chose a people from the rest of the human race, saved them from many dangers and taught them through inspired leaders. At the right moment he sent his Son to teach all truth and give full life.

    The Bible often compares God to a shepherd who guards and leads his sheep to places where they find sweet grass and fresh water. Jesus Christ called himself the “Good Shepherd” who would lay down his life to save his sheep (John 10, 14-15).

    What God does for his people, he will do for each individual. He yearns over each person and longs to lift him up. Each man, if he is true to his instincts,
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 longs to be lifted up and united to him.

    The twenty-third psalm expresses these truths very beautifully. It utters feelings deep in the human heart and has comforted millions in many lands ever since it was written more than two thousand years ago. It is more than a beautiful poem to comfort and gladden the mind. It is a prayer to lift the heart up to God.

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want;

he makes me lie down in green pastures.

He leads me beside still waters;

he restores my soul.

He leads me in paths of righteousness

for his name’s sake.

Even though I walk through the valley  of the   

      shadow of death,

I fear no evil;

for thou art with me;

thy rod and thy staff,

they comfort me . . . .

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me

 all the days of my life;

and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord

for ever.

                     +                +               +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why should Christians read the Old Testament as well as the New Testament?

2. Why do we say God spoke to man in a variety of ways and over a long period before the birth of Jesus?

3. What connection do you see between the Jewish religion and Christianity?

4. “The Bible is the Word of God”. What does this statement mean to you?

5. “Sometimes the writers used colourful and dramatic stories of ancient times to teach religious truth”. Give examples of this from the Bible.
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6. What is the danger of “private interpretation of the Bible?” Did St. Peter say anything about this?

HOW TO PRAY

Distraction and Dryness

Prayer is simple, prayer is talking to God. God always listens. Why then do we find it so hard to keep our mind on what we are doing? Why do we suffer from distractions?

    We all do suffer from them. We start praying with the best will in the world. We turn our mind and heart to God. And then a few minutes later we realize with a shock that our attention has wandered far away. This is often worrying. People are inclined to think that their prayers are useless because they have suffered from distractions. This is not necessarily so. Obviously we should try to avoid distractions. But not all distractions are deliberate. Often they can’t be helped.

    In the first place don’t be surprised that distractions come. We have a body as well as a soul. And our attention is most readily caught by what we can see, touch and feel. God is not visible to our physical eyes. There is nothing to be surprised at then in the body’s attention being distracted by one thing and another. It is only to be expected that distractions will come. The important thing is to know how to deal with them when they come.

How to deal with Distractions

1. Be properly recollected at least at the beginning of your prayer. Say in your heart, “Here I am Lord and here, too, are You.” You will know then at any rate that you have begun well.

2. If you find that your attention has wandered, patiently come back to your prayer and continue.
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3. Never go over again the prayers that you have already said distractedly. If you start doing that you will grow so weary of praying there will be a danger that you will give it up entirely.

4. If the mind wanders again, once more patiently come back to prayer and continue.

5. Accept the distractions as a cross and offer them up with the cross Our Lord carried.

All this does not mean that we should take distractions for granted. We should continually be trying to make our prayers more attentive, more recollected. We should not be worried, however, when distractions come through no fault of our own. St. Teresa of Avila said that the “Prayer of distraction,” as she called it, could be an even more perfect prayer than the prayer which goes, as it sometimes does, smoothly and comfortably. What she was saying was that to persevere in prayer to God, even when everything is against it, is a real sign of love and shows even more devotion than prayer at the times when we experience full consolation.

    The practice of regularly reading a few words of the Gospel or a portion of some other spiritual book will be found a great help to recollection in prayer.





                    COME HOLY SPIRIT
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The Cross

The image of Jesus Christ crucified is called a Crucifix. “Crux” was the ancient Roman word for the gallows on which criminals were put to death. It was an upright tree-trunk or beam of wood with a cross-bream near the top. The hands of the condemned man were fixed to the cross-bream and his feet to the upright by means of ropes or, for the worst types of criminals, by nails driven into wrists and feet. The limbs stiffened in terrible cramps and quickly went rigid. The body, sagging on tried arms, dragged down the chest and the victim had to heave himself up on wounded hands for every breath. In the end he became too weak to lift himself, the lungs became congested, the strain on the heart was unbearable and he died in agony.

      Christ suffered this terrible death and rose from the dead to save men from the effects of sin and unite them to God. Catholics believe that God could have saved man from sin in any other way if he wanted to. Yet, he chose this particular way.

    As we look more closely in this and the next lesson, at the story of the death and resurrection of Christ, we can hope to see something of the depth of love which prompted it.

    An unknown poet has written:

“I cannot tell how he could love

 a soul so weak and full of sin.

 Yet his love must be most wonderful,

 Since he has died my soul to win”.

                        +              +              +
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The Agony in the Garden

On the night before he died Jesus ate the religious meal of the Passover with the Apostles, his twelve chief disciples. He was sad because he knew he was to be betrayed to death that night by one who sat at the table with him. Judas, the traitor, left the meal to sell Christ to his enemies for thirty of silver. After the meal Jesus went with his Apostles to a garden called Gethsemane, just outside Jerusalem. He took Peter, James and John in with him and asked them to keep him company in prayer, for as he said himself, he was so sad he almost died of grief. He went a little distance from them and with face to the ground began to pray, and they knew from his groans that he was in terrible agony of mind. They heard him cry to God his Father to save him from the sufferings that he knew were to come, yet in the same breath he prayed that God’s will should be done. He was God-made-man, but he did not spare himself any trials of human nature. He suffered agonies at the thought of the savage cruelty of crucifixion and the pains of violent death, but more from the thought of the hatred and ingratitude of those he loved.

    He was in such agony that, it is written, “his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down upon the ground.” (Luke 22, 44) Twice he went to his friends for comfort and found them sleeping.

    Then the traitor Judas came, leading the soldiers and police who were to arrest him. Judas had given them a sign by which they would know Jesus. He would give him a kiss of peace. Jesus said sadly: “Judas, would you betray the Son of Man with a kiss?”

    Now he was calm. He showed that he went freely to death. He said to those sent to arrest him, “Whom do you seek?” They replied, “Jesus of Nazareth.” He said. “I am he.” When he said this they drew back and fell to the ground. He waited for them to recover themselves. Peter drew a sword and slashed at one of them cutting off his right ear, but Jesus stopped him. He went quietly to his trial and death.
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His Trial

They took him to be tried by the Jewish religious court in the house of the High Priest. Lying witnesses were brought who contradicted one another, so that Jesus had no need to deny their charges and remained silent. The High Priest put him on oath to answer truly to one final question: “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” (Mark 14, 61) Jesus replied, “I am.” The High Priest tore his cloak as a sign of horror and asked for the verdict of the court. The court ruled he had blasphemed in saying he was the Son of God and was guilty of death.

    They took him to Pontius Pilate, the Roman Governor of Palestine, and demanded that he should be condemned to death. They did not accuse him before Pilate of claiming to be the Son of God, but of stirring up the people to revolt and claiming to be a king. Pilate questioned him and realized that he was claiming religious and not political authority. He wanted to let Christ go free but was afraid of causing trouble in his province. He tried to get out of the difficulty by sending him to be tried by the Jewish king Herod. Herod mocked Christ and sent him back. Pilate then tried another ruse. It was the custom to release a prisoner on the occasion of the holiday of the Passover, and he asked the crowd whom they would prefer to have released, Jesus or a violent criminal named Barabbas. Christ’s enemies stirred up the people to cry, “Barabbas.” Pilate then had Christ scourged, which was the penalty next in severity to the death sentence, hoping the Jews would be satisfied with that.

The Scourging

He was scourged on the back and chest with leather thongs tipped with metal. The soldiers who executed the sentence, hearing that Christ had been accused of claiming to be king, made cruel sport of him. The pressed a crown of thorns on his forehead, put a scarlet cloak about his bleeding shoulders and a reed in his right hand for a scepter. They knelt before him one by one, cried, “Hail, King of the Jews,” and hit him and spat upon him.
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Pilate though the mob would now be satisfied and showed Jesus to them, saying simply, “Ecce homo—Behold the Man!” They yelled, “Crucify him!” The governor sent for a bowl of water and washed his hands in public, saying, ‘I am innocent of this man’s blood; it is your concern.” (Matthew 27, 24) And the shouted, “His blood be on us and on our children.” Jesus was then taken away to be crucified.

The Way of the Cross

He had to carry the cross on which he was to be crucified to the place of execution, a little hill called Calvary outside the walls of Jerusalem. They met a man on the way called Simon, who came from Cyrene in Libya, and they made him carry the cross because Jesus was too weak to do so. Some good women wept with pity at the sight of him and he told them to save their tears for their own sorrows and those of their children.

    At Calvary he was nailed to the cross. He hung on it for about three hours. Two thieves were crucified with him, one on either side. On his cross was written the charge on which he had been condemned to death, “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.”

    Some of his friends followed him to Calvary, among whom were Mary his mother, John the Apostle, Mary Magdalene and some women from his won district of Galilee. He prayed for those who were putting him to death, saying, “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” It seems that he recited to himself the twenty-second psalm, for he cried out the first words of it, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”

    Passers-by scoffed at him and told him to work a miracle to save himself. One of the thieves crucified with him jeered at him, but the other asked him to remember hem in heaven, and to the latter he said, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise.”
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Looking down from the cross he saw his mother and the disciple John, who was particularly dear to him, standing next to her. He said to his mother, “Woman behold your son,” and to John, “Behold your mother.” And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.

    Jesus cried, “I am thirsty,” and they held up on a stick a sponge dipped in vinegar which he drank. Earlier he had refused to drink wine drugged with myrrh which would have helped alleviate his pain. Finally he said, “It is finished,” and cried in an amazingly loud voice, “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit.” Then he died.

    The Jews did not wish the bodies to be hanging there on their holy day, the Sabbath, which began at sundown. The legs of the two thieves were broken so that they could no longer support themselves on their feet and were unable to raise their chases to breathe. The executioners saw there was no need to break the legs of Jesus because he was clearly already dead, but a soldier plunged a spear into his side to make absolutely sure. The Gospel according to St. John records that “Blood and water” came out from the wound and adds: “He who saw it has borne witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth –that you also may believe.” In other words, this is the evidence of an eyewitness.

    Joseph of Arimathea got permission from the Roman governor to take Christ’s body down and bury it in a tomb he owned near the place of crucifixion. With the help of Nicodemus it was wrapped in linen cloths and laid in the tomb. A great stone was rolled over the opening and was sealed down by order of the priests.

    (All four gospels give an account of the passion and death of Jesus: Matt. 26, 36—27, 66;  Mark 14, 32—15, 47; Luke 22, 39—23, 56; John 18, 1—19, 42)

A Triumph

The act of crucifying Jesus Christ was for those 
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responsible a terrible sin. Yet in itself his death was not a tragedy but a triumph. He made it clear on several occasions that he knew he was going to be put to death. He used the wickedness and sinfulness of his enemies as an instrument through which he offered his life in sacrifice to God on behalf of all men. He foretold the manner of his death and some of the details. He indicated the man who would betray him. He suffered terrible anguish when the time came, but he was perfectly in control when he faced those who came to arrest him, and when they fell to the ground in confusion he waited for them to recover themselves. He also made it clear that he died because he wished it.

    Long before his arrest he had said: “I lay down my life, that I may take it again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down and I have power to take it again” (John 10, 17—18). Not only did he freely accept his death, he looked forward to it longingly. He called it his hour of glory because through it he would pass out of the state in which fallen man lives, land rise into the glory of Heaven and lift man up with himself.

    His death then was the beginning of his triumph. He told Pilate he was a king. He was also a priest offering a sacrifice, that of himself. Many crucifixes show Christ wearing a crown and dressed in the vestments of a priest.

Original Sin

It is impossible to understand fully the meaning of this terrible death of Christ on the Cross, because the death of God-made-man will always be in part a mystery to us. Yet the Bible in both Old Testament and New Testament helps us to understand something of it. The English word “atonement” suggests the main idea. Man had separated himself from God by his sins. God became man to make man “at-one” with God again.

    In the first book of the Bible there is a narrative which illustrates man’s first break with God. It is the
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well known story of Adam and Eve. It shows us man in ideal surroundings, living in loving friendship with his Maker. He then rejects this friendship and loses his original happiness. This initial rejection of God by man (we call it Original Sin) affects us all. It separated all mankind from God. Through it all mankind lost the higher-than natural life of union with God. We express this by saying that man lost “supernatural” life. The exact nature of that first sin of the human race has not been clearly revealed to us, but we know that it was some kind of a refusal by man to acknowledge his complete dependence on God. Each of us has ratified it by our own personal sins.

    Many great Christian thinkers over the centuries have tried to understand this Original Sin more fully. They tell us that it was some form of rejection of God, including pride, disbelief and ambition. As the representative of the whole human family, Adam rejected the supernatural gift of divine love given to him by God. That gift was to be transmitted to all his descendants together with human life itself, but Adam lost it by his sin.

    It is not the personal sin of Adam that is imputed to us, not his personal ambition, or pride, or disobedience. But we are all implicated in it in so far as he acted as head of the human race. We shared with him in the deprivation of that special gift of divine love, which resulted from his sin.

    Hence, Original Sin is not personal to us, but it comes to us only because of our membership of the human race. The only one exception in the whole history of mankind, the only human being who was not deprived of this original gift of divine love from the moment of conception, was Mary the Mother of God. This is what we call her Immaculate Conception, a unique privilege granted to her alone. We will return to that again in lesson 15.

    We believe that Original Sin is the cause of the tendency to evil which we all know so well in our own character. Pagans know it as well as Christian. “I see
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 the better thing but I follow the worse” said a pagan poet. St. Paul wrote: “I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ Our Lord” (Rom. 7, 22-25).

God Promised a Saviour

The human race had failed and God might have wiped it out completely. But in his mercy he spared the human race and promised that one day there would come a Saviour. This promise is revealed in the Bible story of Adam and Eve in the words spoken by God to the devil who tempted them:

“I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen. 3, 15).

    For long centuries, nobody knows how long, the human race struggled on in darkness. Men could know something about God because they still had their intelligence but they were not as God had intended them to be because they were affected by man’s Original Sin. Of themselves they were not capable of undoing the tragic effects of sin and making themselves again “at-one” with God.

    The Old testament tells how God saved a chosen people and made a solemn testament with them. He led them out of Egypt and promised to cherish them as his own dear possession. They in return promised to serve him. He would be their God; they would be his people. This testament was made at Mt. Sinai. A Testament between men is sealed with a stamp on wax and a signature. This one was sealed in blood. An animal was offered in sacrifice to God and the High Priest took the blood of the animal into the innermost part of the holy place and sprinkled it before the Presence of God. Offering the life-blood of the animal was a sign that the people knew they owed their life to God.
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    Every year on the Day of Atonement, the Israelites remembered this testament. In the inner shrine of the Temple, called the Holy of Holies, was kept the chest of cedar-wood containing the stone tablets on which the Ten Commandments were engraved. Above this chest was a ledge or throne of gold, with two carved figures on either side of it representing the mighty ministers who stand before the throne of God in heaven. This throne was called the propitiatory and was the place where God was present for the Israelites. Once a year, on the Day of Atonement an animal was offered in sacrifice and the High Priest took its blood into the Holy of Holies and sprinkled it on the propitiatory. The shedding of the life-blood of the animal was a sign that the people admitted that they had sinned against the God to whom they owed their life. They begged God’s pardon and believed that he in his loving kindness forgave them and they were reconciled with him.

Christ’s Atonement

This weak sign was pleasing to God. But it was not good enough to outweigh the sins of the whole human race. Nothing man could do by himself could be enough. He was bogged down in wickedness, a slave to his own passions, helpless in a corrupt world where evil was in command. Therefore “when the time had fully come” (Gal. 4, 4), at the due moment, God-the-Son identified himself with our fallen human nature by becoming man. Through him, and with him, the whole human race was  lifted up and offered in sacrifice to God the Father on the Cross. He is the one mediator through whom it is possible for each member of the human race to be made at one with God. He brought into the human race his own divine power which was able to change man and lift him out of his fallen and helpless state.

    Jesus Christ chose to enter completely into this fallen state. He lived like an ordinary man, without any of the honour and glory which was due to him as Son of God. The Israelites expected a saviour who would be a conquering king. Jesus rejected that idea. He had an ordinary human nature, but without sin. All
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man’s sins are rooted in pride and self-will. Jesus

humbled himself and bowed to the will of the Father. He was obedient unto death. 

    Indeed he entered completely into the condition of fallen man to the point of becoming abject and despised. He died the death of a criminal in a brutal manner. He was so ill-treated that men would shudder and turn away from the sight of him.

    He made the complete offering of his life, shedding his life’s blood. He offered himself as the victim of a sacrifice of atonement. The Old Testament was sealed in the blood of an animal; the New Testament was sealed in Christ’s blood. The offering of the blood of an animal was a weak sign of repentance and of the people’s belief in the loving forgiveness of 
God. The sacrifice of Christ offered by himself, the Son of God, was of infinite value. It was sufficient to outweigh all the sins of the human race and make it at one with God. It was the perfect “atonement.”

The Suffering Servant

Hundreds of years before the death of Christ, God moved the prophet Isaiah to express these truths in a beautiful and sad poem on the theme of the “Suffering Servant.” The “Servant” is the people of Israel, but also it is the Messiah or Saviour of the people, who was to represent the people and make up for all their sins. Only in Jesus was the poem fulfilled. Here are some of its lines, (Is. 53, 3-7), made familiar to many through the music of Handel’s “Messiah.”

  He was despised and rejected by men

  a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;

  and as one from whom men hide their faces

  he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

  Surely he has borne our griefs

  and carried our sorrows;

  yet we esteemed him stricken,

  smitten by God, and afflicted.

  But he was wounded for our transgressions,
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 he was bruised for our iniquities;

upon him was the chastisement that made us whole,

and with his stripes we are healed.

All we like sheep have gone astray;

we have turned every one to his own way;

and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,

yet he opened not his mouth;

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,

and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb,

so he opened not his mouth.

The Greatest Love

The death of Jesus Christ is the greatest proof of God’s love for us. Death is the result of sin and he who was sinless need not have died. But he accepted death to experience the lowest depths of human suffering. He gave up completely all the rights to glory which belonged to him as the Son of God. He gave death a new meaning. It is not the end, but the gateway to the beginning. It is the passage to glory for those who are united to Christ.

    His death is the mark of the greatest love the world can ever know. He said, “Greater love has no man than this, that man lay down his life for his friends.” (John 15, 13).

Seeing God in Christ

There is a simple, yet far reaching little episode, in St. John’s Gospel from the account of Christ’s last talk with his Apostles the night before he died. He had been telling them many things about his Father in heaven.

    Philip was obviously a bit confused by all this talk about God the Father in heaven. The story continues:

  “Philip said to him, ‘Lord show us the Father, and we shall be satisfied’. Jesus said to him, ‘Have I been with you so long and yet you do not know me, Philip?
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    “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14, 8-9).

    If only we could grasp this point clearly, that Jesus is the revelation of God the Father, we would continue to grow in awareness of the love and compassion and kindness and mercy of God. when we see the crucified Christ dying for love of men, we should try to hear him say, “He who has seen me has seen the Father”. When we think about Christ’s concern for the multitude without bread for three days, we can see the compassion of God. “h who has seen me has seen the Father”. When we read the account of Christ passing through the villages of Galilee doing good, healing the sick, forgiving sin, etc., we can see the compassion and kindness and mercy of God. “He who has seen me has seen the Father”.

Was Christ’s Death Necessary?

A single drop of Christ’s blood would have sufficed to redeem the whole world, because it was the blood of a divine Person. The least suffering, the lightest humiliation of Christ, a single desire on his part, would have been enough to make atonement for all the sins of the human race, because all his actions were the actions of a divine Person. Why then did he suffer so much and die such a terrible death?

    The human race needed all this in order to be convinced of the immensity of God’s love and the awful malice of sin. God willed that such a death should show us first of all the love of the Son for the Father, within the Blessed Trinity. “That the world may know that I love the Father” (John 14, 31). He willed that it should show us that same love reaching down to us. “Greater love has no man than this” (John 15, 13).

    It was not God that needed to be convinced, it was us. We need all of this to help us see something of the depth of love which exists within God himself, and of the extent to which God shares that love with us. We need it also, to convince us of the malice of sin by 
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which that bond of love between God and us is broken.

    When we contemplate Christ dying for us on the Cross, we think of two things, love and sin, the immeasurable love of God reaching down to us, and the terrible malice of our own sins and the sins of all humanity.

                    +                +                  +

    Each year on September 14th, the Catholic Church celebrates the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross. The manner in which it honours the Cross is in the Sacrifice of the Mass. There is a deep sense of joy in the prayers and readings of this special Mass.

    The second Reading is from St. Paul’s Letter to the Philippians. Part of the Reading is as follows:

“And being found in human form He (Christ Jesus) humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted Him and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father”. (Philipp 2, 8-11).

    We have a practice in the Catholic Church of beginning and ending prayers with a Sign of the Cross. This will be explained at the end of Lesson 6. The Sign of the Cross is not an empty gesture. It is an action which should reflect the deep joy which we mentioned above. It is a constant reminder to us that the Cross brought Salvation. The Alleluia verse of the Mass of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross is as follows; “Alleluia, Alleluia! We adore you, O Christ and we bless you, because by your cross you have redeemed the world. Alleluia.”

    There is a devotional service in the Church called the Stations of the Cross. As the name implies it is a religious ceremony which focuses on the Cross,
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 depicting fourteen incidents of the Way of the Cross. It is a strong, visual reminder of the part the Cross played in our Salvation. Lesson Nineteen will explain this devotion more fully.

    In Lesson 5 we will talk about the Resurrection. In fact the Cross and Resurrection are interconnected. We see that union expressed in prayers, for example, “Lord, by your cross and resurrection you have set us free. You are the Saviour of the world”, and “Dying you destroyed our death, rising you restored our life, Lord Jesus come in glory.” These prayers are among the Acclamations made by the people present at Mass after the consecration when the bread and wine are changed into the Body and Blood of Christ.

                   +                 +                 +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What in your opinion, is the chief reason why Christ died?

2. What was the crime for which Christ was condemned to death?

3. Quote from St. John’s Gospel (chapter 10) to show that Christ died willingly? What other incidents during the story of his arrest and trial show that he died willingly?

4. To what extent do you think the Bible Story of original sin is literally true?

5. What sort of saviour were the Israelites expecting? How did the prophet Isaiah describe the saviour?

6. Christ gave death a new meaning. Comment on this.
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HOW TO PRAY

Asking for Things in Prayer

In the prayer of petition, i.e., asking God for things in prayer, the most important and necessary requirement is the willingness to be resigned to God’s will. Christ Himself gives us the perfect example of this in His prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane. He was in an agony of apprehension about what He was to suffer on the next day—the first Good Friday. And He prayed: “Father, if thou art willing, remove this cup from me.” Then He added, “Nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done” (Luke 22, 42).

    The first thing then to ask God for is the strength to live as He wants us to live. Many people try to make god fit into their plans but they should rather try to make themselves fit into God’s plans. It is quite all right to ask God for the things we would like to have, such as good health, etc. Often He is only waiting for us to ask for these things. But sometimes He wants us to go without these things and to accept the hard things that He sends us. That is why we should often ask him for the strength to do everything He is asking of us. We are only weak human beings, and therefore we often find it hard to keep God’s commandments. It will be easier if we ask His help. We should ask Him, for example, to help us keep this Commandment or that law, or to accept this or that cross or disappointment, or to make us strong enough to keep away from something that we know is unlawful.

Every Prayer is Answered

God guarantees that no prayer will go unanswered. (See Matt. 7, 7-11). This does not mean, however, that He will necessarily give us just what we are asking for. Sometimes the things we ask for are not for our good, even though they seem to us most desirable. Because He is our Father, with a father’s loving concern for our welfare, God does not grant such requests in the exact form we ask for
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 them. But every sincere prayer is answered in some

 way. If God does not give what we ask for he gives something else which we need more.

    The story is told of a child who wanted a bicycle for Christmas. The child’s father did not believe in God, and thought that he would discourage his child’s belief by telling him: “You want a bicycle for Christmas. You believe God can do everything; ask Him for it.” Christmas Day arrived, and no bicycle. The father was delighted. “There you are,” he said, “God did not give you your bicycle. He did not answer your prayer.”

   “Oh, yes He did!” replied the child, “He said ‘No’.”

Formal and Informal Prayer

It helps our understanding of prayer if we distinguish between formal prayer and informal prayer. The ‘Our Father’ and the Psalms are examples of formal prayers. Most people find formal prayers helpful when they are tired or sick, or not inclined to think much. The gathering together of formal prayers which appeal to us is a helpful practice. Formal prayers are also necessary when we are praying together.

    Informal prayer, i.e. praying in your own words or even without words (mental prayer), is the better kind of private prayer. It exercises our faith and hope and charity. It brings our spiritual needs vividly before our minds.

    Friends need to communicate regularly with each other in order to maintain and strengthen their friendship. All our prayers, whether formal or informal, are the means by which we communicate with God. We need to pray regularly in order to maintain and strengthen our friendship with him.
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The Resurrection

Easter is the greatest feast of the year for Catholics.

    We begin to prepare for it forty days before the feast itself. That period of preparation is called Lent. It is a time of special prayer and self-denial when we renew our efforts to live the Christian life more fully.

    At Easter we celebrate the great central mystery of our faith, namely our redemption from sin and restoration to the friendship of God. We call it the Easter Mystery or the Paschal Mystery. We are redeemed by the death and resurrection of Jesus, not by his death alone.

    By dying for us and rising again, Jesus made it possible for all men to pass over with him from the death of sin to the new life of friendship with God.

    This is the very heart of our faith, our conviction that the Christ, whose life we share, has already overcome sin and death by his death and resurrection. We are convinced that all who live and suffer and die in union with him will also rise like him to a new a greater life beyond death.

    “This is the victory that overcomes the world, our faith” (1 John 5,4).

    At the central point of our Mass, the priest invites all present to “proclaim the mystery of Faith”. We all cry out together, “Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again’.

    Every time we go to Mass we re-live the Paschal Mystery of redemption through the death and resurrection of Jesus. In the solemn ceremonies of Easter, we do this in a particularly elaborate and expressive way.

65

                        +               +               +

The Hour of Glory

On several occasions Jesus foretold that he would be put to death and would rise again on the third day. He spoke of this as the hour, or time, of his glory and indicated that his whole mission in life was to reach that time.

    Once he drove out of the courtyard of the Temple the men running a market there. The priests were annoyed and demanded proof that he had the right to do such things. He replied: “Destroy this Temple and in three days I will build it up.” The Gospel goes on to say that he spoke of “the Temple of his body.” His disciples remembered these words after he was put to death and rose on the third day (John 2, 19-22).

    This statement was brought up at his trial. Witnesses said that he had threatened to destroy the Temple. But the priests knew what he had meant, for when he was dead they said to Pilate: “We remember how that impostor said, while he was still alive, ‘After three days I will rise again’.” They asked that his tomb should be guarded, lest his body be stolen by his followers (Matt. 27, 63-64).

    On several occasions he told his apostles that he would be scourged and crucified and rise on the third day. Naturally he was afraid of the pain which this would cause, but he longed for it to happen. The twelfth chapter of St. John’s Gospel tell how, when the time of his arrest was drawing near, he cried out: ‘Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour?’ No, for this purpose I have come to this hour . . . I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself” (John 12 27-32). He longed for his hour of suffering because it would be the occasion of lifting Christians up with him. It was his hour of glory. On the last night of his life he cried to his Father: “Father, the hour has come; glorify thy Son that the Son may glorify thee” (John 17, 1).
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    The following is the account of his death, burial and resurrection given in the four Gospels.

The Burial of Jesus

The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John make it clear that Christ certainly died on the cross. St. John carefully describes how the soldier plunged the spear into the side of Christ, although he was obviously already dead. This was to make absolutely certain that the death penalty had been executed. St. John tells how there came out from the wound blood and water (John 19, 34).

    Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus took the body down from the cross, wrapped it in linen cloths and put it into a new tomb cut out of the rock. The group of women from Galilee was with them. A great stone was rolled over the entrance and was sealed down by the priests.

    Without intending to do so, they supplied a very strong piece of evidence that Christ did rise from the dead. St. Matthew tells how they went to Pilate and said:

“Sir, we remember how that impostor said, while he was still alive, ‘After three days I will rise again.’ Therefore order the sepulcher to be made secure until the third day, lest his disciples go and steal him away, and tell the people, ‘He has risen from the dead,’ and the last fraud will be worse than the first.”

    Pilate said to them: “You have a guard and soldiers; go, make it as secure as you can.” So they went and made the sepulcher secure by sealing the stone and setting a guard (Matt. 27, 63-66).

    After he died, Jesus went to give the good news of salvation to the dead who had eagerly awaited the coming of the Saviour. Both St. Paul and St. Peter mention this:

“In saying ‘He ascended’, what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of the earth?” (Eph. 4,9). “He went and preached
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 to the spirits in prison, who formerly did not obey when God’s patience waited in the days of Noah” (1 Peter 3, 19-20).

    They could not enter the joy of heaven until Christ had died and risen. The place where they waited is called Limbo. In the Creed as translated into English it is called “hell”, but it was obviously not the place of the damned. In Old English the word “hell” had a much wider significance than is customary in modern English.

The Empty Tomb

The four accounts of the Gospel were written at different times and followed different traditions. The writers record different details of the account of the resurrection, but all clearly teach that Christ rose from the dead, was seen and spoken to by many witnesses after his resurrection.

    Before dawn on the Sunday morning there was an earthquake and an angel from heaven came down to the tomb where Christ was buried, rolled away the great stone from the entrance and sat on it. His face and clothes were shining bright. The guards put there by the chief priest fell down in terror, then ran into the town to tell the priests what had happened. They were given a sum of money and told to spread the story around that the disciples of Christ had stolen the body by night. Mary Magdalene and a group of women had set out before dawn to go to the tomb and lay out the body of Christ properly. They had not had time to do this on the Friday night, and Saturday was the Jewish Sabbath, the day of rest. They wondered who would roll back for them the great stone at the entrance to the tomb. When they arrived there they found to their surprise that it was already rolled back. A young man in bright clothes sat on it. They were afraid at the sight of him. He told them not to be afraid, that Jesus of Nazareth, whom they had come to find, had risen again. He invited them to look into the tomb and see that it was empty. Then he told them to go and tell St. Peter and the rest of the disciples that Christ would go ahead of them into Galilee.
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    Sts. Peter and John came running as soon as they heard the news from the women. John was the younger and arrived at the tomb before Peter. He tells us in the fourth Gospel how he did not enter, but stooped down to look into the tomb and saw the linen cloths that had been around the body of Christ.

    St. Peter arrived after John but went straight into the tomb. He noted carefully that the cloths that had been round the body of Christ were in one place and the cloth that had been round his head was lying rolled up in another.

    They went back and told the others.

Meetings with the Apostles and Disciples

Mary Magdalene stood outside the tomb weeping because she though the body of Jesus had been stolen. She turned and saw him, but did not recognize him, probably because her eyes were full of tears, and in any case his body was changed in some mysterious way. It was different in appearance from the exhausted and bloody body that had hung on the cross. She thought the person in front of her might be the gardener and asked him where he had put the dead body. Jesus said simply: “Mary.” She cried, “Master,” and fell at his feet. He told her not to cling to him but to go and tell the others that he was risen.

    That afternoon Christ met two of his disciples going on a short journey to a place called Emmaus. Because he was so changed they did not recognize him, but as they walked along the road they discussed what the Old Testament said about the Saviour. When they came to the place where they were to stay the night, they invited him in and he sat down at table with them. It was only when he blessed and broke the bread, as he had done at the Last Supper on the night before he died, that they recognized him. Then he disappeared and they returned to Jerusalem full of joy.
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    That night he visited the apostles gathered in a room with doors locked, for fear of the Jews. “Peace be with you,” he said. He showed them the wounds in his hands and side so that they would know that he was flesh and blood and not a ghost and he ate a meal of roast fish and honey with them. One of them, St. Thomas, was absent on that occasion, and when on his return they told him about it he refused to believe. He said that unless he could see the marks of the nails in the hands of Christ and actually put his finger into the wounds in hands and side, he would not believe. Eight days later Christ appeared to them again when Thomas was present and invited him to touch his wounds.

    He appeared to some of them when they were coming back from fishing on the sea of Galilee, sat with them on the shore of the lake and had breakfast with them. On that occasion he appointed Peter as the head of his Church on earth. This will be explained fully in Lesson 8.

The Ascension

During the next forty days he met his disciples frequently and had long conversations with them in which he explained his teaching and gave them further instructions. His final appearance was forty days after his resurrection. He had a meal with them and took them out to a village called Bethany, near Jerusalem. On a hill nearby called Mt. Oliver he spoke to them for the last time. He told them to go into the whole world and preach what he had taught them and baptize people in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. When he had finished speaking he rose into the air and finally disappeared from their sight behind a cloud.

    This final departure of Christ into heaven was a sign that the period of familiar conversation with his disciples in his visible human form was over. Now he would be always in the glory of heaven and communicate with men through his Church.

    This final departure of Christ into heaven was a 
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sign that the period of familiar conversation with his disciples in his visible human form was over. Now he would be always in the glory of heaven and communicate with men through his Church.

    While the Apostles were standing gazing into heaven, there stood by them two young men in white robes, who said: “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1, 11).

The Good News

The resurrection of Christ was the good news announced by the Apostles when they went out to preach their sermons. It is the good news which has been announced by the Church ever since.

    We read in the second chapter of the “Acts of the Apostles” how St. Peter told the great crowds in Jerusalem on the Feast of Pentecost that they had put to death the Saviour, the Son of God, but that he had risen from the dead. Hundreds of those listening to him had seen Christ crucified. Thousands knew of it from eye-witnesses. There were many eye-witnesses who testified publicly that he had risen from the dead. They had met him several times after his death, spoken to him, eaten with him, even touched him.

    Large numbers were convinced by the preaching of the Apostles. They came to St. Peter and asked: “What shall we do?” He replied: “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ.” Three thousand of them were baptized on that day and the number of Christians continued to increase rapidly day by day. What had convinced them more than anything else was the resurrection (Acts 2, 37-42).

The Witness of St. Paul

When Saul, the ardent Jewish rabbi, was hurrying to Damascus to hunt out Christians and put them to

71

 death, he was struck down. The ninth chapter of the Acts of the Apostles tell how he saw a blinding flash of light and heard a voice saying: “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” He said: “Who are you, Lord?” The reply was: “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” He was led blind into Damascus, but received his sight back, was baptized and became a zealous teacher in the cause of Christ. He never forgot that vision of the risen Christ. In the fifteenth chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians he gives this witness to the resurrection.

“For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, 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 to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me” (1 Cor. 15, 3-8).

    He goes on to ask how anyone can say that Christians will not rise again from the dead. He says:

“If Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain” (1 Cor. 15, 14).

    But he insists that Christ did rise again from the dead and that therefore all united with him will also rise.

Baptism and Resurrection

St. Peter and the eleven other apostles insisted that all who believe in Christ must be baptized in his name, in order to receive the Spirit of God. St. Paul throughout his writings frequently explained the connection between the resurrection of Christ and the baptism of the Christian.

   To be baptized means to be plunged under water, or to have water poured over the head. The Jews, and in particular John the Baptist, practiced this rite
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 before the coming of Christ. The pouring of the water was a sign that they wished to be washed clean of sin by God. It was also a sign that they desired life from him. Water is a natural sign of life since there can be no life in Nature without it. For the Jews it was also a sign of the Spirit of God who gives life.

    Jesus taught his Apostles to use this sign. But his Baptism was not just a sign. It did not merely suggest cleansing, it actually did cleanse from sin. It did not merely suggest life, it gave divine life. It did not merely suggest the Spirit of God, it gave the Spirit.

    Christ rose from the dead to lift up men into glory. To rise with him they must be united to him by living his divine life. They receive it in Baptism. It is then through Baptism that they live Christ’s life, imperfectly on this earth, and eventually will live it perfectly when they are raised up with him in glory.

    St. Paul compares Baptism to the resurrection. Christ went down into the grave and rose from it into the glory of heaven. The Christian goes down under the water and rises to the glory of new life, the life of Christ. He lives this new life imperfectly on this earth. But if he remains united to Christ till death, he will rise to live with him in the perfect glory of heaven.

    In the sixth chapter of his letter to the Romans, St. Paul writes:

“Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6, 3-4).

    This is the great and consoling joy of the Christian, the conviction that if he lives with Christ he will rise in glory with him. St. Paul says:

“For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his” (Rom. 6, 5).
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Salvation through the Resurrection

The writers of the New testament hardly ever separate the death of Christ from his resurrection. They teach that Christians are saved not by Christ’s death alone, but by his death and resurrection. He died in order to rise. Death and resurrection were part of the one movement, his passage to his Father in heaven. And he passed to his Father in heaven that he might lift up men with him that they might live for ever in glory.

    So St. Paul says that Jesus was “put to death for our trespasses and raised for our justification” (Rom. 4, 25). And again he writes, “And he died for all, that those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised” (2 Cor. 5, 15).

Christ the conquering hero

At the resurrection and ascension of Christ, human nature in him was completely filled with the Spirit of God and lifted up into glory. This is a cause of great joy and hope for the human race. It has a representative before God who is always pleading the cause of mankind. Moreover Christ has something to show for his labours on earth. He is the conquering hero, for ever showing to the Father the wounds which he received in his victorious battle against evil on behalf of man.

    There is a further cause for joy and hope. Those who are united to Christ by faith in him and share his life will be lifted up with him into glory if they remain united to him till the end.

    There is no room then for depression and despair in the Christian life. It is full of hope. Death is a great tragedy for those who have no hope of a life hereafter. But death for the Christian is but the entrance into glorious life.

                      +                 +                  +

74

Guardsman Gallagher of the 1st Battalion Irish Guards was short in the back in Palestine in 1948 on a bren-gun carrier taking water to an isolated Jewish settlement in the hills above the sea of Galilee. He was six-feet-two, had been decorated for gallantry and was admired by all ranks for his humble and brave service in many campaigns.

    He was buried in the British Military Cemetery beneath Mt. Carmel on the road from Haifa to Athlit. The pipes played a lament as the funeral party followed the coffin to the grave. When the funeral prayers had been said by the priest, the firing party fired a salute and the bugles sounded the Last Post. As the plaintive notes echoed over the slopes where some of the prophets and hundreds of Carmelite monks had been buried, sad thoughts of a young life stupidly wasted lay heavy on the mind.

    Then the bugles sounded the Reveille, the stirring call with which the Army bids the soldiers rise and begin the day’s service. Then the words of the hymn full of faith and hope, which comes near the end of the first letter to the Corinthians, came to mind, and sadness was dispelled (1 Cor. 15, 52-55).

“For the trumpet will sound

 and the dead will be raised imperishable,

 and we shall be changed.

 For this perishable nature

 must put on the imperishable,

 and this mortal nature

 must put on immortality.

 When the perishable

 puts on the imperishable,

 and the mortal

 puts on immortality,

 then shall come to pass

 the saying that is written:

 ‘Death is swallowed up in victory.’

 ‘O death, where is thy victory?

 O death, where is thy string?’”

                   +                +                +
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POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. comment on this passage from the Vatican Council’s document on the Church. “In the human nature united to himself the Son of God, by overcoming death through his own death and resurrection, redeemed man and remoulded him into a new creation”.

2. How does the Resurrection assure us that Christ is God?

3. Which apparition of Christ do you consider the most impressive?

4. What was the final command given by Christ to his disciples before he went to heaven?

5. What significance did St. Peter and St. Paul attach to the Resurrection when telling others about Christ?

6. What connection do you see between the Resurrection and being baptized?
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The Holy Spirit

Jesus told his Apostles on several occasions that he was leaving them in order to send to them a mysterious Person to help and teach them. He called him the “Spirit of Truth” and the “Counsellor”.

    On the day he ascended into heaven he told them to wait in Jerusalem for the fulfillment of this promise. The great event took place ten days later, on the Jewish festival called Pentecost. It is thus reported in the second chapter of the Acts of the Apostles.

                   +                +                 +

Pentecost

“When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly a sound came from heaven like the rush of a mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting. And there appeared to them tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2, 1-4).

    The mighty wing blowing round the house and the tongues as of fire were signs of the Spirit of God, powerful and ardent, bringing strength and blessing to the whole of Creation and particularly to the Church of Christ.

    A sudden change came over the Apostles. They who had fled and been full of doubts and fears when Christ was arrested now became strong and bold as lions. They were now ready and eager to preach the gospel, to proclaim the good news of the death and
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 resurrection of Jesus Christ. The city at that time was full of people come from many countries for the religious celebrations. Attracted by “the sound of a mighty wind” they began to gather around the Apostles. They were amazed to hear the Apostles speaking the languages of the various nationalities present.

    St. Peter, with the eleven other Apostles at his side, then preached powerfully, declaring that Jesus was the Saviour of the world promised by the prophets of old. The affects of this preaching were astonishing. After St. Peter’s great sermon many came to him eagerly and asked: “/what shall we do?” He replied: “Repent, and be baptized everyone of you in the name of Jesus Christ.” Three thousand were baptized that day. The Acts of the Apostles tells how day by day the numbers of the Christians grew.

    This amazing success was due to the fact that the Spirit promised by Christ had come down upon his followers to remain with them always. He is  a mystery  far beyond the grasp of the human mind, but the Bible tells us much about him. He is the divine breath which gives life to the world and wisdom to the minds of men.

The Breath of Life

“Spirit” is from a Latin word meaning air in motion, such as breath or the wind. Both of these naturally suggest life. If a man breathes it is a sure sign that he is alive, and when he dies he is said to “breathe his last.” The death of Christ on the cross is thus described in the Gospel: “then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, ‘Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit!’ And having said this he breathed his last” (Luke 23, 46).

    Men thought of the wind blowing across the wide expanse of the earth, drying out and warming the soil so that life springs from it, as the life-giving breath of God. hence when they thought of God as the giver of life, the sacred writers often called him “The Spirit.”
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    The first words of the Bible tell how the Spirit of God brought design and life into the universe, brought order out of chaos and developed plant and animal life.

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light;’ and there was light” (Gen. 1, 1-3).

      When the time was ripe God made man through a special action of the Spirit. Man received a unique gift of the breath of life.

“Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being” (Gen. 2,7).

    The Spirit who gave life to all creatures in the beginning continues to support that life. If he abandons them, they cease to breathe.

    In psalm 104 the psalmist speaks thus to God of his creatures:

“When thou hidest thy face they are dismayed; 

 When thou takest away their breath, they die and          

       return to their dust.

 When thou sendest forth thy Spirit, they are 

       created;

 And thou renewest the face of the ground”

       (Ps. 104, 29-30).

    Spirit then is God the giver of life.

The Breath of Wisdom

The sacred writers teach that the Spirit gives skill to the hand, courage to the heart and wisdom to the mind of men, particularly those chosen by God to be the leaders of the people. The skilled craftsmen who designed and made the beautiful things used in worship in the Holy Place received their skill from the Spirit. He gave wisdom to kings such as David, under whose lead many sacred songs were written, and to Solomon, who built the first great temple in Jerusalem.      
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    Above all, the Spirit enlightened the minds of the prophets and sacred writers so that they declared God’s message to the people. The prophets were confident that they spoke with the authority of God and were moved and directed by his Spirit. Frequently they used words like those of the sixty-first chapter of Isaiah:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good tidings to the afflicted” (Is. 61, 1).

    They declared, however, that there was to come a Saviour who would be completely filled with the Spirit of God. The eleventh chapter of Isaiah says:

“The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him,

the spirit of wisdom and understanding,

the spirit of counsel and might,

the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord”(Is. 11, 2).

    In the time of the Saviour not only prophets but all types of men, young and old, would speak under the influence of the Spirit. St. Peter in his first sermon quoted the words of the second chapter of the Prophet Joel:

“And it shall come to pass afterward,

that I will pour out my spirit on all flesh;

your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,

your old men shall dream dreams,

and your young men shall see visions.

Even upon the menservants and maidservants

In those days, I will pour out my spirit” (Joel 2, 28-29).

    The Spirit then is God, the giver of wisdom, the teacher of truth.

The Breath of Divine Life

God gives natural life to plants, animals and man. But he also gives to man a life above Nature, that supernatural. It is, in fact, a sharing in the life of God. Jesus came precisely to give this life. He said: “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10, 10). He fed the hungry, cured the sick and raised the dead. But he did more. He died, rose from
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the dead and went to heaven to send his Spirit into men that they might live the life of God.

    The first two chapters of St. Luke’s Gospel tell how the Spirit of God acted strongly upon all who came in contact with Christ. The angel said to Mary, when she conceived Christ in her womb: “The Holy Spirit will overshadow you.” When Mary visited her cousin Elizabeth, Elizabeth was “filled with the Holy Spirit” as soon as she heard the voice of Mary, and the unborn child, later to be called John the Baptist, stirred in the womb. The old priest Zechariah, her husband, and Simeon, the prophet who waited daily in the Temple for the coming of the Saviour were also filled with the Spirit and praised God.

    Above all, Christ himself was filled with the Spirit. He was led by him into the desert to spend forty days praying and fasting, in preparation for his public preaching. He returned “in the power of the Spirit.” In the first words of his first sermon, as given in St. Luke’s Gospel, he applied to himself the words of the prophet Isaiah, “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me” (Luke 4, 14-18).

Baptism of the Spirit

The Spirit gives divine life at Baptism. John the Baptist the son of Zechariah and Elizabeth, was the great prophet sent to prepare the way for the coming of Christ. The third chapter of St. Matthew’s Gospel tells how he urged the people to repent of their sins to prepare to receive the message of the Saviour. He told them to be baptized, as a sign of sorrow and desire to be cleansed from sin. He promised that the Saviour would give a new and more powerful form of Baptism. He said:

“I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Matt. 3, 11).

    Jesus himself came to the river Jordan to be baptized by John the Baptist. He had no need of this, for he was the sinless Son of God. But he had 
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entered fully into the condition of human nature and became like all men (4th Eucharistic Prayer). Therefore he underwent the ceremony which was a sign of repentance. John saw the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove come down and alight upon him.

    Jesus gave a new kind of Baptism, which not only was a sign of sorrow and cleansing from sin, but also gave new life. The third chapter of St. John’s gospel tells how Nicodemus, a pious leader of the Jews, came to question Jesus about his teaching. Jesus told him that those who would belong to his Church must be “born anew.” Nicodemus asked how a man could be born a second time. Jesus explained that he was talking about birth to a supernatural life, a sharing in the life of God. This would be given through a baptism not merely with water, like the baptism given by John, but with water and the Holy Spirit. He said: “truly, truly I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (John 3, 3-5).

    The Spirit then is God giving “new life.”

Sons of God

All men are sons of God, since he made them and they depend upon him for life. But Christians become sons of God in a fuller and deeper sense. They are lifted up by the Spirit to share the life of the risen Jesus, so that like Jesus they can call God “Abba,” which is the Hebrew for “father.” In the fourth chapter of the letter to the Galatians, St. Paul says:

“And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba! Father! So through God you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son then an heir’ (Gal. 4, 6-7).

    Christians are brothers of Jesus and sons of God. As the heir shares in the riches of his father, so the Christian shares in the riches of God’s life for ever.

    The Spirit does not come to the followers of Christ only on special occasions, as was the case with the kings, prophets and writers of old. He comes to dwell  in them. Each Christian is like a church or temple in
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 which god lives. In the third chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians St. Paul asks “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?” (1 Cor. 3, 16). The only way we can deprive ourselves of this divine indwelling is by serious sin.

The Breath of Divine Wisdom

The fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth chapters of St. John’s Gospel give the final message of Christ to his Apostles before he died. He promised that although he was going away, he would not leave them to discover by themselves the meaning of his teaching. He would send his Spirit to remain always with them and guide them into all truth. He said: “I will pray the Father, and he will give you another Counselor, to be with you for ever, even the Spirit of truth” (John 14,16).

    A counselor, called Paraclete in Greek, is one who takes the part of or defends another, as does a friend in time of need or a barrister in a court of law. Christ was the counselor and friend of his disciples while he was with them on earth, but after his departure he would send “another’ to protect, befriend and enlighten them so that they would remember and teach correctly what he had taught. He said:

“These things I have spoken to you, while I am still with you. But the Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (John 14, 25-26).

    The Apostles, and the men they ordained to help them in teaching the Gospel, were absolutely convinced that they spoke and acted under the driving force and with the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Reading the first chapters of the Acts of the Apostles, one feels the enthusiasm and excitement of those first years when thousands were converted. The Holy Spirit acted so strongly upon them that he seemed to have been “poured out,” as was foretold by the prophet Joel.
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    The Spirit then is God giving wisdom to Christians in the Church of Christ.

    In short, the Spirit is God’s life, his energy, his power his vigour for action, his wisdom, his fire of emotion, his tender and strong love. He acts in the men in whom he dwells, making them live the life of God more fully. He acts upon their intellects, so that they know the truth of Christ better and make sound judgments. He acts on their wills, so that they are strong in the resolve to do good. He acts on their hearts and emotions, so that they love generously and bravely.

    The Blessed Trinity

The third chapter of St, Matthew’s Gospel records:

“And when Jesus was baptized, he went up immediately from the water, and behold, the heavens were opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and alighting on him; and lo, a voice from heaven, saying, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased’” (Matt. 3, 16-17).

    The three Persons in one God are represented there, the Blessed Trinity. God the Father is represented by the voice from heaven. Jesus Christ coming up from the water is God the Son. God the Holy Spirit is represented by the dove.

    There is only one God, but he manifests himself in three kinds of activity. He is the Creator of all, and takes care of all his creatures more tenderly than a human father cares for his children.

    He is the Saviour of all. He became man to save fallen mankind and lift them up to live his own life.

    He is the Sanctifier, that is, he makes men holy by filling them with the life of God.

  There are three Persons in God. Yet there is only one God, one divine Nature. We cannot fully understand this. We can but state the teaching of Sacred Scripture as unfolded for us by the Church.
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    There are three Persons in one God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The Father is distinct from the Person of the Son; the Person of the Holy Spirit is distinct from both.

    Each of these Persons is infinite, that is, has no limitation. None of them was created. None of them existed before the others. All are eternal, equal in glory and power.

    The Son proceeds from the Father, and yet does not come after him. He is the perfect image of him. He is the mental Word with which the Father expresses in his mind his own perfections. Hence in the first chapter of St. John’s Gospel he is called “the Word.”

    The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and Son, yet does not come after them. He is the expression of the love which they have for each other. He is like the sigh or breath (“Spiritus”) of God’s love.

One God

The three persons are one God, creating all things and keeping them in existence, saving men from the effects of sin, giving them divine life and lifting them up to live with him.

    The whole life of the Catholic Church is centred on the mystery of the Blessed Trinity. All her worship is directed to God the Father, through Our Lord Jesus Christ, his Son, who lives and reigns with him in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God, for ever and ever.

    The whole purpose of the life of Christ was to die and rise from the dead, to send his Holy Spirit to lift men up with himself that they might live with the Father for ever. He sent his Apostles into the whole world with this command:

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28, 19).
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Innermost Secret

The doctrine of the Trinity is the inner, the innermost, life of God, his profoundest secret. In the strictest sense it is his business, not ours. He did not have to reveal it to us—yet he did. Why? Because he loves men and so wants not only to be served by them, but truly known by them. It is the surest mark of love to want to be known by the one loved. That is why God has told us the secret of his innermost life, because he loves us and reaches out for our love. His revelation of the trinity to us is, in one sense, as much a proof of his love for us as Calvary.

    This is explained to Catholic children, while still at school, in the following words:

    “The mystery of the Blessed Trinity is altogether beyond our grasp, because the infinite God cannot be fully understood by our limited minds. . . . .However, it gives us real knowledge; we know something of the marvel of God’s inner life, of the perfect happiness of the Three Persons and Their life together. We think humbly and lovingly that God the Father, too, that God the Son for us ‘dispossessed Himself, and took the nature of a slave’ (Phil. 2, 7), to make us sons with Him, that God the Holy Spirit has come to dwell in us at baptism. So we are grateful to God for what He has told us about Himself, and our life with Him.” (Extract from Australian Catholic Catechism, book 2, ch. 38.)

Adopted Sons

God makes these inner secrets of his own life known to us in order to unite us more closely with himself. He reveals to us the infinite knowledge and infinite love which exists within the Blessed Trinity. He helps us to appreciate what it means to be united with him and to share in his life.

    He makes us more aware of the fatherhood of God. God is a Father in a most wonderful sense. Away back in eternity. Before time began, God begets a Son to whom he communicates his own divine life. God revealed this to us even before the 
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birth of Christ. “You are my Son, today I have begotten you” (psalm 2:7). All life exists in God who is its source. The Father communicates this divine life to the Son. This Son, who is equal to the Father in all things. Is “the only Son of God”. The Father and the Son are united in a perfect and mutual love. From this love proceeds that Third Person whom God himself calls the Holy Spirit. That, in so far as any human mind can grasp, is the secret of the life of God within himself.

    And now, that same God extends his paternity, his fatherhood, in order to enrich other beings outside of himself. He calls human beings to share this divine life of love by making them his children by adoption. In this way the God who by nature has only one Son, will now by love and adoption, have an innumerable multitude of children.

The Incarnation

God gave this gift of adopted sonship to man at the very dawn of his creation. But man lost it through the sin of Adam. Then, in a wonderful way, God in his love for man restored it again.

    Here is how it was restored: At a definite point in the history of the human race the eternal Son of God united himself to our sinful humanity. He became man in the person of Jesus Christ, a man like us in all things but sin. The humanity of Jesus became the very humanity of the eternal Son of God. Jesus was a divine Person.

    This is what we call the mystery of the Incarnation. The Son of God became man. St. John states it in a few simple but beautiful words which ought never be far from the thoughts of any Christian.

“The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14).

    The Incarnation is central to the whole Christian Faith. We know from revelation that it was brought about by the Holy Spirit with the free consent and co-operation of the Blessed Virgin Mary. (See Luke 1:26-
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38). Now we can truly say that this man, who is called Jesus, is the eternal Son of God. Similarly we can say that the blessed Virgin Mary is in very truth the Mother of God. We profess our faith in this central mystery of the Incarnation when, in the creed at Mass, we proclaim:

“For us men and for our salvation

he came down from heaven:

by the power of the Holy Spirit

he became incarnate of the Virgin Mary,

and was made man”.

Holiness

In the Incarnation the eternal Son of God became man. He is “the firstborn among many brethren”. (Roman 8:29). “To all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God”. (John 1:12). The same divine life which proceeds from the Father into the Son, and from the Son into the humanity of Jesus, circulates from Christ in all who will accept him. All holiness consists in receiving the divine life from Christ, and retaining it, and growing in it by an ever increasing union with him.

    Holiness means that the Spirit of God, or the Holy Spirit enters in the dwells in the soul of each individual who receives him. Holiness means union with God, a new life of divine adoption of sonship. It is a new kind of life by which we can in very truth call God “Our Father”. (gal 4:6).

    We will never understand this new life fully because it is super-natural (above natural life). Yet, our insights into it and the depth of our appreciation of it, can grow as we try more and more to live it. We know that the Holy Spirit, by whose power it was first transmitted to the humanity of Jesus, is the same Holy Spirit who causes it to flow into the souls of all who receive it. This is why prayerful devotion to the Holy Spirit is an important part of the Christian life.

88

Sanctifying Grace

The new life, which we receive from Christ through the Holy Spirit, is a completely free gift from God, given because of his great love for us. Because it is a free gift we call it Grace. Because it makes us holy, or sanctifies us, we call it Sanctifying Grace.

    During later lessons there will be frequent reference to this profound reality which we call Sanctifying Grace or God’s grace. The deeper your understanding and appreciation of what it means, the better will be your grasp of the later lessons, and of what it means to be a Christian. Extra care in the revision of this section before going on to later lessons is important.

    When Catholics use the phrase “to be in the state of grace”, they are referring to the possession of that free gift of divine life which we call Sanctifying Grace. To be in the state of grace is to have the divine gift of sanctifying grace in our souls.

    The Mass and the Sacraments of the Church are the principal channels through which the Holy Spirit transmits sanctifying grace to us. Each of these will be explained in later lessons. We will see too that by living devout Christian lives men grow in sanctifying grace, that is, they become more fully united with the loving God.

    Sanctifying Grace can be diminished or completely lost by sin. But even after it is lost it can be regained by sincere repentance. There is ample evidence in God’s revelation to us that constant effort to live upright lives is necessary in order to retain and grow in Sanctifying Grace. Our own efforts do not actually produce this increase in grace, because it is God’s free gift of sharing in his divine nature (II Peter 1:4), but God gives the increase to us as a reward for our efforts.

    St Paul tells us that we must work out our salvation with fear and trembling (Phil. 2:12). This presupposes that it is always possible for the Christian to lose the
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 gift of sanctifying grace. Although Paul says, “Be ye followers of me as I also am of Christ”, he also says in 1 Cor. 9:27, “I pommel my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified”. There he very clearly has in mind the possibility of a Christian (Himself) losing the gift of Sanctifying Grace. 

     To live a life of holiness, i.e. the life of sanctifying grace is to live a new and wonderful way of life, a life of union with God. We Catholics remind ourselves of this very clearly in one of the prayers of the Mass when we say:

“--------by rising from the dead,

 he destroyed death and restored life.

 And that we might live no longer for 

     ourselves but for him,

 he sent the Holy Spirit from you, Father,

 as his first gift to those who believe,

 to complete his work on earth

 and bring us the fullness of grace”.

                   +               +               +

The driver of a taxi once said to a priest: “I have a mate who is a Catholic. He is a hard-working, practical man with a lot of common sense. But he does something which puzzles me. When he goes past a Catholic church he makes a sign in front of his face. I think you call it crossing yourself.

    “I suppose he does it to ward off danger. It seems superstitious to me. It’s not in keeping with his character and I wonder why he does it.”

    The priest replied:

    “He is making the Sign of the Cross. This is a prayer. He traces on himself the cross to remind himself how Christ died to save the world. As he does so, he prays to the three Persons in one God. He touches his forehead saying: ‘In the name of the Father,’ his chest saying: ‘And of the Son,’ his left shoulder, then his right, saying:’ And of the Holy Spirit,’ and he says, ‘Amen’ as he joins his hands.
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    “This practice probably dates back to the time of the Apostles. By it Catholics adore God three-in-one, put themselves under his protection and offer all their thoughts, words and deeds in his service.”

    “There is a lot more to it than I thought,” was the taxi-driver’s comment.

                         +                +                +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why in your opinion did God reveal the mystery of the Blessed Trinity to us?

2. By what special claim can the Christian call God “Father”?

3. In what sense is the Christian an adopted son of God?

4. Why do we say the Incarnation is central to the whole Christian Faith?

5. What in your opinion is the most important quality of holiness?

6. In your own words explain what a Christian means by “Sanctifying Grace”.

91

HOW TO PRAY

Prayer is the Breath of Life

To breathe is to live; to cease to breathe is to die. The first and most necessary thing for the newly born infant is to begin to breathe; the life then begun ceases only with the cessation of breath. For the whole duration of time between the first and the last breath, life is sustained by breathing and, in fact, is strong or weak according as the breath is itself deep or shallow. Only as the body breathes does the body live.

    What is said of the body and breath may be said of the soul and prayer. For the soul, to pray is to live; to cease to pray is to die. The first and most necessary thing for the soul is to turn to God its Maker who made it in His Own image for Himself – and to turn to God is to pray. Its whole life is to be attached to the very Principle of Life, which is God, that is to pray. Only as it prays does the soul live. Prayer is the breath of its life.

    The motion of life comes before anything else. It is necessary to live before anything else is possible. All motion of mind or body issues from life as from its source, as water springs from as well. So it is with the Soul. The soul is holy only by the holiness of God. It is union with Him that enables the soul to draw its life from Him – and union with Him is prayer. Prayer then is the most vital thing imaginable for the soul. To pray is to live; not to pray is to die.

    To think of prayer as the breath of life and as utterly indispensable as breath of life is to think of it as it should be thought of, and to pray accordingly is to pray as one should pray.
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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.    
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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.

    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.
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    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 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
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 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).

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 
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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
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 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:

“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.
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    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).

      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
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 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 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
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 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
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name The Twelve. They received a great deal of special instruction.

    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 
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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 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,
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 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 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
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 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.

    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,
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 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).

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?
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Peter and the Eleven

When the Holy Spirit came down upon the Apostles at Pentecost they preached fearlessly under the lead of St. Peter to the great crowds gathered in Jerusalem. We are told: “Peter, standing with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed them.” There stood the official teaching and governing body of the Church—Peter and the Eleven.

    The fifteenth chapter of the Acts of the Apostles tells how later the same governing body, grown somewhat, met in Jerusalem to discuss and make laws concerning certain problems which had arisen in the Church. Then “Peter and the Eleven’ were surrounded by “The Elders,” that is, men who had been appointed and consecrated by the Apostles to help them in their work.

    It was the same governing body, now very much grown, which met in Rome on October 11th, 1962, for the opening of the Second Vatican Council, the twenty-first General Council of the Catholic Church. Then the late Pope John XXIII presided over more than two thousand five hundred bishops from all parts of the world. Both meetings, in Jerusalem and in Rome, were for the same purpose, to clarify the teaching of Christ and adapt the worship and discipline of the Church to meet the needs of the times.

                       +               +                +

Peter Head of the Apostle

Christ is the head of the Church. But it is clear from the New Testament that he appointed St. Peter to be his vicar to act for him as head of the Church on earth. At his first meeting with St. Peter, or Simon as he was then called, Jesus gave him a new name to indicate the special position he was to have (John 1, 42). He said: “So you are Simon the son of John. You shall be called Cephas (which means Peter English 
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form of the Greek word for Rock.

    Peter is always mentioned first in the lists of the Apostles. His name occurs 195 times in the New Testament. Next in prominence to him comes St. John, called the “beloved disciple,” and his name occurs only 29 times. It is necessary to mention here  only the three famous occasions when Christ told St. Peter that he was to be the head of the Church on earth.

The First Promise

The first is in the sixteenth chapter of the Gospel according to St. Matthew. Christ and the Apostles were near the town of Caesarea Philippi. Jesus asked the Apostles: “Who do men say that the Son of man is?” They told him: “Some say John the Baptist, others one of the prophets returned from the dead.” He said: “But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter, speaking on behalf of them all, replied: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Then Jesus, as was so often the case in his more important sayings, replied in a Hebrew form of prose-poetry, in three verses of three lines each:

“Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! (i.e., Son of John)

For flesh and blood have not revealed this to you,

but my Father who is in heaven.

And I tell you, you are Peter,

and on this rock I will build my Church,

and the powers of death shall not prevail against it.

I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven,

and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven”. (Matt. 16, 17-19).

    A rock is an obvious symbol of strength and endurance. In another place Christ spoke of the wisdom of the man who builds his house on a rock, so that when win, rain and floods come, it stands firm. Psalm 18  calls Almighty God the Rock, the 
foundation on which the people of Israel were based. St. Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians says Christ is the Rock. Now St. Peter is told that he is to
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 be the Rock in the place of Christ. Because of him “the powers of death” will not overcome the Church, that is, it will not die.

Keeper of the Keys

The words “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven” mean that St. Peter is to have authority over the Church. The key-bearer has the power to open and shut, to admit people and keep them out. This power belongs to Christ. In the book of Revelation he is represents as saying: “I have the keys of Death and Hades” (Rev. 1, 18) and an angel describes him as “He who has the key of David, who opens and no one shall shut, who shuts and no one opens” (rev. 3, 7). He now hands his keys over to St. Peter to act on his behalf on earth.

    Finally, he promises to give him the power to “Bind and loose.” This, in the language of that day, meant the power to make laws, in other words, to have authority.

The Second Promise

This is found in the twenty-second chapter of St. Luke’s Gospel. At the Last Supper Christ said to Simon Peter:

“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail, and when you have turned again, strengthen your brethren” (Luke 22, 31-32).

This translation does not bring out the full meaning of the Greek words. They make a distinction between St. Peter and the rest of the Apostles. Christ said, “Satan demanded to have you ,” in the plural, referring to all the Apostles. He added: “But I have prayed for thee, that thy faith may not fail, and when thou hast turned again strengthen thy brethren.” The singular form of the pronoun refers to St. Peter alone.

    Satan would try to separate the members of the Church from each other as a man separates wheat from chaff when he sifts them. But try as he might, he would never succeed. St. Peter and his successors would always hold them together.
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The Appointment

The actual appointment of St. Peter as head of the Church took place after the resurrection. At the Last Supper Christ had warned him that he would deny his master three times before cock-crow next morning. During the trial before the court of the High Priest, St. Peter waited in the courtyard. Three times bystanders accused him of being a follower of Christ, and three times he denied it. The crowing of the cock at the third denial reminded him of the warning of his master, and going out he wept bitterly.

    The last chapter of St. John’s Gospel tells us how Christ, after his resurrection, met the Apostles as they returned from fishing at night on the sea of Galilee. He called to them from the shore, telling them to drop their net on the right side of the boat. They did, and caught a great catch of fish. Then St. John realized who it was and said: “It is the Lord.” St. Peter leapt out of the boat and waded ashore. The rest followed in the boat. Jesus, probably to put them at their ease and show that he was not a ghost, ate with them a meal of bread and roasted fish. And we are told:

“When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?’ He said to him, ‘Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.’ He said to him, ‘Feed my lambs.’ A second time he said to him, ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me?’ He said to him, ‘Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.’ He said to him, ‘Tend my sheep.’

“He said to him the third time, ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me?’ Peter was grieved because he said to him the third time, ‘Do you love me?’ And he said to him, ‘Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you. Jesus said to him, ‘Feed my sheep’” (John 21, 15-17).

    Peter had denied his master three times. Three times he must say firmly that he loved him. Three times Jesus told him to be the shepherd of the flock, that is, the head of the Church on earth.

    Like the metaphors of the “rock” and the “keys,” this metaphor of the “shepherd” has deep meaning. In the twenty-third psalm and many other places in the Old Testament, Almighty God is called “The
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 “Shepherd.” Jesus also calls himself “the good Shepherd.” Now he tells St. Peter that he is to act in his place as the shepherd.

Peter in the Acts of the Apostles

The first fifteen chapters of the Acts of the Apostles show how St. Peter stood out as the head of the Church from the very beginning, and how the Apostles, disciples and new converts accepted him as such.

    In the first chapter we are told how he called for the election of a successor of Judas; in the second, how he led the Apostles in their first public preaching at Pentecost; in the third, how he worked the first miracle in the name of Christ; in the fourth, how he was arrested as the ringleader of the Christians; in the fifth, how he condemned two people who tried to deceive the Church and how they were punished by God. He received into the Church the first Gentile converts, namely Cornelius the Centurion and his household. When he was questioned about this by some of the disciples, he told how he had been instructed by God to do it, and they were satisfied. However, many Jewish Christians thought the Gentile members of the Church ought to be circumcised and obliged to keep all the laws of the Jewish religion. At a council in Jerusalem, presided over by St. James, the bishop of that city, St. Peter stood up and spoke with authority against this, and the matter was settled. St. James moved that St. Peter’s lead should be followed. The Apostles under St. Peter, like the bishops of the Second Vatican Council under Pope Paul VI, made decisions on Christian practice, and all parts of the Church obeyed them.

St. Peter in Rome

St. Peter in his first letter says that he is writing from “Babylon.” This was the accepted name among the first Christians for the wicked pagan city of Rome, as we know from the book of Revelation.

    The fact that St. Peter was in Rome is confirmed by history and by archaeology. The tradition is that he lived in Antioch for a time, where there was a large Christian community. It was realized, however, that his place was in Rome, which was the center of the
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 Empire, the hub of trade, civil administration and the Roman army. All routes by land and sea led to Rome. Along those routes the Gospel could be carried over the world. This was the place for the head of a Church which was to be world-wide. He went there, was put to death for his faith there, and buried in a cemetery on a hill called Vatican. The early Christians marked his grave with a memorial.

    The first Christian Emperor, Constantine, who died in 337, leveled off the top of the hill in a wonderful feat of engineering for those days, in order to build a church with the high altar exactly over this memorial. This first church was destroyed and others built over its ruins. Between the years 1940 and 1949 archaeologists made diggings under the high altar of the present basilica of St. Peter’s  on the Vatican and found the memorial, exactly underneath the present high altar. Around it, pointing towards it, were tombs of early Christians. Scratched on the rock were prayers asking for St. Peter’s help. 

    Scores of early Christian writings, statues, place-names and inscriptions show that St. Peter left a firm impression on the Rome of the first century. No historian of repute now denies that he was martyred and buried there. All this strengthens the conviction always held by the Church that he was the bishop of Rome, was put to death there, and was buried on the Vatican hill. Now over his tomb stands the beautiful basilica of St. Peter, the largest Christian church in the world.

The Successors of St. Peter

Christ knew that St. Peter would die. In fact he 

foretold the nature of his end, namely, that he would have his hands bound and that he would be taken forcibly to his death. Yet he said he would be the Rock because of which the Church would not fall.

    The Church needed a visible head in the days of the Apostles. It always needs it. As each pope dies, the leaders of the Church elect his successor. They are guided by the Holy Spirit, but use their own judgment and choose freely. Christ accepts the man of their choice and gives him authority to act in his name as head of the Church on earth.

    The immediate successors of St. Peter were popes
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 Linus, Cletus and Clement, the last of whom died just before the end of the first century. We have the names of all the popes from St. Peter to the present pope. Once or twice in the long history of the Church men have claimed to be popes who had no right to the title. Indeed there was a short period when there were three claimants and there was uncertainty in the Church as to who was the rightful pope. But in fact only one of them was truly pope. No matter how many claimants there might be, there can only be one true pope. Christ has kept his promise. His Church stands firm upon the rock of the papacy.

The Apostles

At the first Pentecost “Peter, standing with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed them” (Acts 2, 14). As the eleven other Apostles were associated with Peter in teaching and governing the Church in the beginning, so the bishops of the Catholic Church are associated with the Pope.

    Jesus gave the other Apostles authority to teach and to rule, using some of the words he had addressed to St. Peter: “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).

    He who had “all authority in heaven and on earth” sent them out to teach with his authority. He promised: “Lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age.” Like the rest of the Church they had to be established on the Rock, that is, remain in union with St. Peter and his successors. But they were given authority directly by Christ.

The Bishops

The Bishops of the Catholic Church are the successors of the Apostles and have from Christ authority to teach and rule in his name. He knew the Apostles would die, as he knew Peter would. He knew that there would be need of rulers like them in every century, as there was in the first.

    The Apostles appointed men to help them and imposed hands upon their heads, as a sign that they were given power and authority to act in the name of Christ. For example, St. Paul imposed hands on
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Timothy in one place and on Titus in another, and told them to do likewise with men of their own choice. So authority has been handed on in the Church ever since.

    These spiritual leaders are called Bishops. Their authority to teach Christian faith and morality comes to them directly from Christ himself. But  they must exercise that teaching authority in union with their leader, the Pope, just as the Apostles exercised their teaching authority in union with Peter. If a bishop were to cut himself off from union with the Pope he would no longer have any authority from Christ to teach Christianity.

    Various methods have been used throughout the history of the Church in the selection of men to be appointed bishops. Christ did not specify any particular method. In modern times it is customary for some representatives of the Pope to consult the priests and the well informed lay people of a diocese or region when selecting a new bishop. Often the priests and others are asked to nominate the person they consider suitable for the appointment. When the selection is made the Pope as the final authority appoints him.

The Pope and the Bishops

St. Peter had the final say among the Apostles in handing on the teachings of Christ. So does the Pope among the bishops. They listen to him with reverence, because they know that in matters of faith and morality he is guided in a unique way by the Holy Spirit. It is possible for an individual bishop to make a mistake in teaching a matter of faith or morality to his people, but the Holy Spirit does not allow the Pope to lead the Church into error in similar matters. This the full extent of what we mean by the infallibility of the Pope. It places him in a unique position among the bishops, making him the final court of appeal in matters of faith and morality, but it does not mean that he can do no wrong. He has no guarantee of infallibility in administrative and ceremonial matters. Like all men he is capable of making mistakes or unwise decisions in the day-to-day administration of the Church. History proves that popes have done so in the past.
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The Renewal

The Pope and the bishops in consultation revise and update the administrative and liturgical structures of the Church from time to time to adapt them to our ever-changing world and to correct previous mistakes. Much publicity is given nowadays to revisions and changes of this kind which were made by the Pope and the bishops at the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). They introduced a strong trend towards greater decentralization in the administrative and ceremonial aspects of the Church. This will enable the Christian community in each region or country to develop more in accordance with its own culture and traditions, but it in no way compromises the Pope’s unique position as teacher of doctrines of faith and morality for the whole Church.

Guaranteed by Christ

Christ guaranteed that his Church would last until the end of time as the custodian and teacher of divine truth (Matt. 28, 19-20; John 14, 16 and 26; Matt. 16, 18). He appointed Peter to the position of earthly head, final court of appeal, within his Church (Luke 22, 31-32; Matt. 16, 13-19; John 21, 15-17). It unthinkable that Christ would be unfaithful to his own guarantee. We can therefore be absolutely certain that the Church still has that same guarantee of inerrancy as the custodian and teacher of divine truth. The voice of Peter still exists within the Church on earth. It is the voice of the Pope speaking as head of the whole college of Bishops.

Priests

The Church in the days of the Apostles spread rapidly and it became necessary for the bishops to have men to assist them in the work of preaching and bringing the life of Christ to men. St. Paul instructed the men on whom he imposed hands to do the same with others. So priests were ordained to help the bishops. They were given power and authority to preach the word of God, to offer the sacrifice of the Mass and to administer the sacraments on behalf of the bishops.

The People of God

We sometimes call the Church the “People of God”.
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If we explain this name, it can show us more clearly what the Catholic Church really is. To understand it, we need to look back to the time when God made the Jewish people his own people. He gave them his message of love and they were to tell others about the one true God. They were also to prepare the world for the coming of the Messiah or the Christ. Jesus was the Messiah. He came to bring god’s plan for all men into its final stage of development. The main body of the Jews did not recognize him as the Messiah. As a result of this rejection, Jesus founded the new People of God, or the Church as we call it. This was to draw on all nations, classes and colours for its members. There was nothing nationalistic about it. All who find faith in Christ can become members and receive God’s gifts.

    The Church then, is made up of many millions of ordinary people as well as priests and bishops and the Pope of whom we have already spoken. They are all part of the People of God. The Holy Spirit dwells in all of them. They all have some part to play in the Church’s mission of bringing salvation to the whole world. The Pope and bishops must listen to their views and consider them carefully. They must consult the lay people regularly, not as one consults and adviser because the laity are not part of the teaching authority set up by Christ within the Church, but as one consults a barometer, to see what new problems Christians are experiencing and what solutions the Holy Spirit may be fostering within the whole people.

    By their baptism, the members of the Church are united in one mystical body with Christ, as we explained in the previous lesson. This gives them a real share in the life and work of the Church, in its public worship and in its mandate to bring the Christian message to the world.

    The Second Vatican Council says:

“The laity are called in a special way to make the Church present and operative in those places and circumstances where only through them can she become the salt of the earth. Thus, every layman by virtue of the very gifts bestowed upon him, is at the same time a witness and a living instrument of the mission Church”. (Ch. 33).
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Missionary Works

God did not call men to share his life as completely isolated individuals. He willed to mould them all into a united people. In order to do so, he intervened in human history in quite a definite way. He sent his Son in human form to us as genuine Mediator between himself and us. This was the Incarnation. Through his death and resurrection, the Incarnate Son of God won salvation for all who would receive him.

    Before the Son of God went up to heaven, he commissioned his Church to bring that gift of salvation to all mankind. He sent his apostles into the world just as he, himself, had been sent by his Father, with the words:

“Go into all the world, and preach the gospel to the whole creation. He who believes and is baptized, will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned”. (Mark 16, 15-16).

    Ever since then, it has been the ongoing duty of the Church to reach out to all people and bring them the teachings of Christ. This duty arises, not only from that direct commission of Christ, but also from the very fact of what a true Christian ought to be, namely, a real living part, or member, of the Mystical Body of Christ.

“Although God in ways known to himself can lead those inculpably ignorant of the gospel to that faith without which it is impossible to please him (see Heb. 11, 6) yet a necessity lies upon the Church, and at the same time a sacred duty, to preach the gospel. Hence missionary activity today, as always, retains its power and necessity. --------------The members of the Church are impelled to carry on such missionary activity by reason of the love with which they love God and by which they desire to share with all men the spiritual goods of both this life and the life to come”. (11 Vat. Council, Mission 7).

    Relatively few feel called by the Holy Spirit to dedicate their lives completely to missionary work in foreign lands, as lay missionaries or nuns or brothers or priests. Yet, all are called to share in some way in the service of others by bringing a knowledge and love of Christ to them. Many find opportunities for
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 Christian witness in their own parish, down their own street, in their place of work or recreation. There are thousands of people in Australia looking for God, searching for faith. Those to whom god has given the gift of faith have a corresponding duty in love to share it with others. St. Paul was so vividly aware of this duty that he wrote: “Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Cor. 9, 16).

Service of Others

It is a basic duty for every sincere Christian to witness to Christ by his or her life and work in the home, in social groups, and in professional circles. Our Christian beliefs and ideas should influence everything we say and do. People should be able to see some of the love and kindness and compassion of Christ in all his true followers.

    We as Christians, must show a great loyalty to his teachings even if we live in an environment where others seem to ignore him or be unaware of what he taught. Without interfering with the legitimate freedom of others, we must use whatever influence we have to ensure that true Christian standards of conduct are respected and upheld. We must be ready to put ourselves out, and sacrifice our time and our energies, to help others in their search for Christ.

    There are many voluntary groups and fellowships within the Church to help us to do that; the Christian Family Movement, the Young Christian Workers, the St. Vincent de Paul Society, the legion of Mary, the Parents and Friends Associations and many others.

    Popes, bishops, priests, nuns and lay people, all belong to the Body of Christ. They are his hands, his lips, his heart; the hands through which he serves the poor, the lips through which he speaks to all mankind, the heart with which he loves the whole world. Service of others must be the great rule of life for every true follower of Christ, service for Christian with Christ in a spirit of Christian love.

                          +                 +                  +

    It is a great privilege indeed to belong to the Body of Christ. It is Christ himself who invites people to this great honour. He says: “You did not choose me, but
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I chose you.’ (John 15: 16). We do not know why he chooses some and not others. The real mystery is that he should choose anyone. We are all ungrateful sinners and none of us live up fully to the dignity of our Christian calling. Conscious of this we pray regularly in the Mass to our Father in heaven:

“Though we are sinners,

we trust in your mercy and love.

Do not consider what we truly deserve,

but grant us your forgiveness,

Through Christ Our Lord.”

    On the day of our baptism Christ called us to belong to his people. He calls people in various ways --- through parents or the example of a friend, through a T.V. programme or a course of lessons like this, through a future partner in marriage or even through a sudden illness. We can reject Christ’s call because he will never force us. He invites us to join his people but we can refuse. How many reject his invitation no one will ever know.

    Many have found strength and hope and courage in the following prayer:

“O Great and glorious God and my Lord Jesus Christ, enlighten I beseech You, the darkness of my mind. Give me a right faith, a firm hope and a perfect charity. Grant that I may know You, O Lord, in order that I may always and in all things act according to Your most holy and perfect will. Amen.”

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.
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1. What is the significance of the new name Peter, which Jesus gave to Simon Bar-Jona?

2. Read the opening chapters of the “Acts of the Apostles” and point out incidents which show Peter’s special role in the early Church.

3. What evidence can you recall from the Gospels to show us that Christ made Peter head of the Apostles?

4. In your own words how would you explain what is meant by The infallibility of the Pope? Does his infallibility make him more holy?

5. Some things in the Church can be changed; others cannot. List some of the things you think can never be changed, and give reasons why.

6. List some ways in which you feel you yourself, could become a better witness to Christ in today’s world.





                   COME HOLY SPIRIT
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9

The Christian Liturgy
A crowd was moving to and from the Catholic Church on the corner. The bus came to a halt at a pedestrian crossing and people of all ages began streaming across the road. After several minutes the driver grew impatient and edged up to the crossing, hooting the horn. The pedestrians stopped and the bus moved on into a deserted road between the silent houses of a suburb on a Sunday morning.

    The conductor grumbled as he took the fare of a gentleman who had just boarded the bus.

    “Same thing every Sunday morning! That goes on almost every hour till midday. It beats me! What do they get out of it?”

    The gentleman chuckled.

    ‘They get a lot out of it,” he said. “But then they put a lot into it too.”

    He did not clarify the remark, but it was not a bad way of describing the Mass, the chief act of worship of the Catholic Church.

    There is a two way communication going on all the time between God and his people in the community of the Church. We reach up to God, offering him our worship, our prayers, our lives, everything that we have and everything that we are. He reaches down to us, giving us his love, his own very life, his sanctifying grace.

    Christ is the one Mediator who makes that two way communication possible between God and us. He gave us the Mass as a unique means through which we can reach up to God and worship him. He gave us the seven sacraments as the principal channels through which God reaches down to us and gives us a share in his own divine life. We call this the Liturgy of the Church. The word liturgy is an old Greek word which originally meant any public function performed for the people. Gradually it took on an exclusively religious meaning, referring to public prayers or worship celebrated in the name of the Church by a person ordained to do so.
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The Passover

Like the Church itself, the Christian liturgy has its roots in the Old Testament. The book of Exodus in the Old Testament tells how Moses gave the Israelites strict instructions concerning a meal which they were to eat on the night of their liberation from Egypt. Each family was to offer a lamb in sacrifice and eat it with unleavened bread, that is, baked without yeast because they would not have time in their hurry to bake it properly. The son of the king died that night and the Israelites were told to go. They marched with all their property as far as an estuary called the Red Sea and crossed over its dried bed. The king regretted his decision and sent his army to bring them back. When the chariots and men were in the middle of the causeway, the waters moved in on them and they were drowned. The Israelites saw in this the hand of God and gave thanks to him for this wonderful deliverance.

    Every year they kept the anniversary of this event. Each family offered a lamb in sacrifice and ate it with unleavened bread and wine, as their forefathers had done, saying prayers and singing hymns meanwhile in thanksgiving to God for their deliverance.

The Last Supper

Jesus ate the Passover meal with his Apostles on the night before he died. He told Saints Peter and John how they would find a large upper room where he and his Apostles could eat the meal together. They brought there a lamb which had been sacrificed in the Temple and made everything ready for the meal. Jesus sat down with them at table on that Thursday night and, as was done in every devout Jewish family at that time, they said prayers, recited psalms and recalled the events of the Passover. The main prayer was the prayer of thanksgiving, called the Eucharist.

    Jesus went through the normal ritual of the meal, but he did something different. He turned this old rite into a religious act infinitely holier and more effective than any other act of worship of which mankind is capable. This is how the twenty-sixth chapter of St. Matthew’s Gospel describes it:

“Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and
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 blessed, and broke it, and gave it to his disciples and said, “take, eat; this is my body.’ And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, saying, ‘drink of it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.’” Then he said, “Do this in remembrance of me” (Matt. 26, 26-28; 1 Cor. 11, 24-25).

    With the power of God, to whom nothing is impossible or difficult, he changed bread and wine into his body and blood and offered them to his Father as a sacrifice. He gave them to his apostles to eat and drink, so uniting them intimately with himself and with each other. He offered himself, under the appearances of bread and wine, to God the Father to atone for the sins of the world. The following day he offered that same sacrifice on the Cross, shedding his blood and giving his life.

    Thus he established a “new covenant” between God and man. The old covenant made at Mt. Sinai was ratified in the blood of an animal sprinkled in the Holy Place. Jesus was the victim of the sacrifice of the “new covenant”. He said: “This is my blood of the covenant which is poured out for many.” Christ in the Supper room and on the Cross was the victim in whose blood this new covenant was ratified.

Sacrifice

A sacrifice is the offering of a gift to God, in the name of the people, by a man chosen by God.

    There is an instinct in men to offer gifts to those they love, to show their love, to give thanks for favours received, to beg more favours and to make amends for offences they have committed. So people give presents on many occasions. They like to give expensive things if they can afford them, but the thought behind the gift is what matters most. A mother, for example, on her birthday, is delighted to receive even a bar of chocolate from her little child, even though she has provided the money which bought it, because this is a sign of the child’s love.

    Men have always given gifts to God, even though they know he does not need them and in fact gave them the very things which they offer. But gifts to God were surrounded with special ceremonies. They were
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 offered by a special man called a priest, on a special stone called an altar, and the thing offered was called a victim. In the old sacrifices the victims were not of great value, but so long as the intentions in the hearts of those who offered them were good, the gifts were pleasing to God.

Old Testament Sacrifices

The Old Testament shows how the Israelites gradually developed a clearer idea of what sacrifice really is.

    Cain, a farmer, offered the sacrifice of the produce of the soil; his brother Abel, a herdsman, offered the best animals from his flock. Cain’s sacrifice was not pleasing to God not because of what he offered, but because he did not have the right dispositions of soul. Abel’s was pleasing because he had the right intentions. The sacred writer who recorded this event was teaching that  the intention in the heart of the one offering the sacrifice was the thing that matters most.

    When Abraham returned from rescuing his cousin Lot from his enemies, a king called Melchizedek, who was also a priest, came out to meet him and offered bread and wine in thanksgiving for the victory and the liberation of Lot. This teaches that a sacrifice of bread and wine offered in thanksgiving is pleasing to God.

    The Israelites offered sacrifices daily and on all the important occasions of life. There were many kinds of sacrifices, but the most suitable one was that of an animal. Its destruction was a sign that it was a gift which had been put out of human use and could not be taken back once it was offered. Also it was a sign that the gift was taken away from the earth and lifted up to God.

    When the Israelites settled in their own country, King David bought some land on Mount Moriah to be a place of sacrifice, and King Solomon built the first Temple there. In front of the Holy Place, the most sacred spot in the Temple, was the Altar of Sacrifice, upon which the gifts of the people were offered up from dawn to sunset.

    These sacrifices were good, but not good enough. There were times indeed when they did not please god, because they were offered merely out of routine or not with true religious intentions. The prophets
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 often rebuked the people severely for superstition, that is, for thinking that the actions themselves were all that mattered and that the intentions in the heart and the life the people led did not matter. But the prophets knew that even when the intentions behind the sacrifice were good, something much better than the offering of animals was needed. They looked forward to the day when a perfect sacrifice would be offered in the name of the people.

The Suffering Servant

As the time of Christ’s coming drew nearer, this desire became stronger. Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, hints were given of a Saviour, or Messiah, who would offer his own life to save the people. In a series of poems in the book of Isaiah, he is called The Suffering servant. The passage from Isaiah quoted in lesson 4 speaks of this mysterious person who was to suffer terribly to make amends for the sins of men.

“Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows. . . .He was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed” (Is. 53, 4-5).

    The eighth chapter of the Acts of the Apostles tell how St. Philip explained to an Ethiopian court official, returning home from Jerusalem, that these words were fulfilled in the sacrifice of Christ on the cross.

The Sacrifice of the Cross

Christ stressed the fact that he went to his death freely. He offered himself as the victim of sacrifice. He said: “I lay down my life, that I may take it again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (John 10, 17-18).

    When he was arrested in the garden, he showed that he could have escaped had he so wished. Those who came to arrest him fell to the ground before him when he told them that he was Jesus Christ. He went willingly to Calvary, stretched himself upon the Cross and hung upon it for three hours with outstretched arms, offering his life to save the world. When the time came for him to die, he cried out with an
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 amazingly out voice: “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23, 46). And having said that he breathed his last.

    This was the perfect sacrifice. He was the priest who offered it. Since he was God as well as man, the intention behind the offering was the purest possible. He was also the victim. There can be no more precious offering to God than his own Son.

    The main teaching of the letter to the Hebrews is that Jesus offered the perfect sacrifice, of which the sacrifices of the Old Testament were but a faint image. He is call the “Great High Priest.” In the second chapter it says:

“Therefore he had to be made like his brethren in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make expiation for the sins of the people” (Hebr. 2, 17).

    In chapters 5 to 10 he is compared with the priests of the Old Testament. There were many of them, offering many sacrifices. But he is the one priest offering the one sacrifice. He is compared in particular to the High Priest who every year, on the Day of Atonement, sacrificed an animal and sprinkled its blood in the Holy Place to make amends for the sins of the people. As for Christ,

“He entered once for all into the Holy Place, taking not the blood of goats and calves but his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption” (Hebr. 9, 12).

    What he did on the cross, with the shedding of his blood, he did at the Last Supper, without bloodshed. This is called the Eucharistic Sacrifice, from the name of the thanksgiving prayer said at the Last Supper.

The Eucharistic Sacrifice

He gave to his Church a way of offering his sacrifice with him for all time. Not that he died again, “for we know that Christ being raised from the dead will never die again’ (Rom. 6, 9). But he continues to offer the same sacrifice. He used the Jewish rite, the Passover meal, in which to offer himself under the appearances of bread and wine. He continues to offer himself in this way, using men as his instruments. He said to the Apostles: “Do this in remembrance of me.”  
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    They obeyed him. St. Paul, in the eleventh chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians tell how the Apostles, and he gathered about their priest for a meal called the Agape, or meal of love, in which they were united in the love of Christ and each other. Afterwards they recalled the life, death and resurrection of Christ, and during the Eucharistic prayer said over bread and wine, the priest spoke the words which Christ himself had used at the Last Supper. Christ, through his priest, changed bread and wine into his body and blood. All then partook of the Eucharistic meal. Christ, through his earthly priest, offered again the sacrifice he had offered at the last Supper without bloodshed, and which he offered on the cross with the shedding of blood. This Eucharistic sacrifice has been offered by the Church ever since. Nowadays it is called the Mass.

The Daily Paschal Mystery

The death and resurrection of Jesus was God’s own plan for our redemption. It is the great central event of the Christian faith. We call it the Paschal Mystery, i.e. that unique divine event through which we pass over from the slavery of sin to a new life of union with God.

    Every time the Mass is celebrated anywhere in the world Christ’s sacrifice is renewed or made present again. By giving the Apostles the divine power to change bread and wine into his own body and blood, Christ ensured that his redeeming sacrifice would never cease to be present in the Church. In all ages and in all places it would be possible, through the Mass, for those who believed in him to associate themselves in a real way with the supreme act of love by which he reconciled mankind to God on Calvary.

    What he himself had achieved in principle on Calvary for the whole human race, could be ratified and accepted by individuals as they participated in the Mass.

   At Mass we offer the sacrifice of Calvary with Christ, and share in its benefits. We receive these benefits much more fully at Mass when we also receive Holy Communion, because we are thereby personally united with the risen Christ, and are taken up by him into the new life of divine love.
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The Mass and the Cross

The sacrifice of the Mass is one and the same sacrifice as that of the Cross. The Mass add nothing to the Last Supper and Calvary. It is the same thing. There is the same priest and the same victim, Christ. The Mass is distinguished from the Last Supper and the Cross only by the manner of the offering. In the Mass, Christ uses the hands, lips and will of man, and offers himself without bloodshed under the appearances of bread and wine.

The Catholic Priest 

Some men are chosen by God to share the priesthood of Jesus Christ. These men are servants of the Church and instruments of God. It is through their hands, lips and will that Christ acts to become present at Mass. Students for the priesthood study for many years before their ordination. Through ordination they are made sharers of the priesthood of Christ. After receiving a call from a bishop they are given the power to change the bread and wine offered at Mass into the body and blood of Christ. This power was first received by the Apostles from Christ at the Last Supper. It has been handed down from the Apostles to succeeding generations of priests.

The Priesthood of the Faithful

Though they differ from one another in essence and not only in degree, the common priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood are nonetheless interrelated. Each of them in its own special way is a participation in the one priesthood of Christ. The ministerial priest, by the sacred power he enjoys, molds and rules the priestly people. Acting in the person of Christ, he brings about the Eucharistic by virtue of their royal priesthood. They likewise exercise that priesthood by receiving the sacraments, by prayer and thanksgiving, by the witness of a holy life, and by self-denial and active charity. (Constitution on the Church. N. 10)

    The people also have a share in the priesthood of Christ. They have a lesser part to play in the ceremonies of the Mass, but they are joined to Christ and his earthly priest by their faith in the great 
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mystery and their love of Christ. Therefore they truly offer the sacrifice. The Church encourages them to give outward expression of their unity by coming together as a congregation participating as a community with the priest who resides over this greatest of all liturgical acts.

    The whole Church, then, offers each Mass---the angels and saints in heaven, all who have died in union with Christ and all those who live on earth in union with him.

The Ceremonies of the Mass

We are not sure how the Christian Sacrifice first began to be called the Mass. Probably it came from the final words of the ceremony when the priest said in Latin, “Ite missa est” --- “Go, this the dismissal”. The prayers and ceremonies of the Mass change from time to time throughout the centuries so that they will continue to be meaningful for the people in an ever changing world, but they are always based on those used in the early centuries of Christianity. The central action is always the same as that done by Christ at the Last Supper.

    The robes or vestments worn by the priest resemble the clothes worn by the people in the early centuries of Christianity.

    The Mass contains a number of parts. Two of these are the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist. The first centers around readings from the Bible; the second centers around the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.

Celebration of the Word

In this part of the Mass we listen to God speaking to us through the Scriptures. Passages are read aloud from the Bible, one from the Old Testament, one from the letters (epistles) of the New testament, and one from the Gospels. These readings are interspersed with suitable hymns and psalms sung by the congregation or recited by the reader. The priest explains the Scripture readings in his homily. The aim of all this is to help us to grow in knowledge and love of the Sacred Scriptures and to lift up our minds and hearts to God in sincere prayer.
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Celebration of the Eucharist

The Liturgy of the Eucharist begins with the bringing of the bread and wine to the altar for the sacrifice while the congregation sings a hymn of offering. The people identify themselves more personally with this offering by contributing to the collection which is taken up at that point. The priest reads a prayer of offering over the gifts and asks the people to pray that the sacrifice he is about to offer with them may to truly acceptable to God.

    Then the Eucharistic prayer is said aloud by the priest. This is the central point of the Mass during which the death and resurrection of Christ are recalled. During this solemn prayer the priest repeats the word spoken by Christ at the Last Supper over the bread and wine:

“Take this, all of you, and eat it:

  This is my body which will be given up to you.

When supper was ended, 

he took the cup,

Again he gave you thanks and praise,

gave the cup to his disciples and said:

Take this all of you, and drink from it;

this is the cup of my blood,

the blood of the new and everlasting covenant.

It will be shed for you and for all men,

so that sins may be forgiven.

Do this in memory of me.”

    Through these words spoken by the priest the bread and wine are changed into Christ’s living body and blood. Christ offers himself through the priest to the Father, as he did on the cross and at the Last Supper. The priest raises up the consecrated bread, and then the consecrated wine, for all to see and adore.

    As the solemn Eucharistic prayer continues the priest speaks for the people and offer Christ, now really present on the altar, as the perfect victim of sacrifice to the Father in heaven. The reception of Holy Communion, preceded and followed by suitable prayers, completes the celebration of the Mass. This beautiful, simple and sublime rite has been performed by the Catholic Church throughout the world since the days of the Apostles. It is the greatest act of worship of which man is capable.
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Seven Sacraments

In the Mass Christ gave his Church a unique way of offering his own sacrifice with him all the time. He also gave us seven other very special ceremonies through which he gives his divine life to us. We call these the seven Sacraments. They are:

Baptism,

Confirmation,

Holy Eucharist,

Anointing of the Sick,

Holy Order,

Matrimony.

    God could communicate directly with each one of us if he wanted to. He didn’t have to become man, he didn’t have to call us into the community of his Church, he didn’t have to give us special rites and ceremonies through which we communicate with him. But, in his love for us, he did give us all these things. He didn’t treat us as disembodied spirits. He treated us as fully human beings. He lived and acted amongst us in a human way. He continues to do that through the sacraments which he has given to us in the Church.

Signs of Love

Because we are human we need signs and assurances of God’s love and forgiveness. Christ gives us this in these seven sacraments. They bring us Sanctifying Grace to bring us more closely to Christ and to his Church. Through the sacraments we meet him in faith and love.

    Some of the sacraments change us and give us a special relationship to Christ and to each other in the community of the Church. For example, Confirmation gives us the strength to proclaim the Christian message by our words and our way of life. By Ordination, a man is made a priest with the power to offer Mass and forgive sins as the representative of Christ. The first sacrament of all, Baptism, initiates us into the Christian community, making us God’s adopted children and sharers in his own divine life. Without it, we would not be able to receive any of the other sacraments.
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The Presence of Christ

Perhaps we will understand the sacraments more easily if we look at the life of Jesus Christ. When he lived on earth people crowded around him. They heard him speak words of forgiveness to sinners and saw him bless people. The sick touched him and were cured. They experienced his power in miracles and they realized that the power of God was with him. These miracles, too, were signs of a work that he had come to do on earth. He came to save men from sin, and sin in the Jewish mind was closely connected with sickness and death. Christ has now left this earth, in the sense that we no longer physically see him or hear him or touch him. But he is still with us in his Church. And it is principally through his sacraments which he gave to the Church that he reaches out to us. We, his people, come in contact with him in a very special way through the sacraments.

    Jesus often explains his teaching by talking about the ordinary things around us. He talks about the flowers, the birds of the air, water, bread and wine, weddings, farming and politics. He seems to bring the whole of human life, the whole of God’s Creation, into his saving work for men. Through the sacraments he continues now to use these ordinary things to help make us holy. These things that we understand so well speak to us of God’s loving care for us. Through them Christ comes to us, works amongst us with his saving power and we come into contact with him.

Meeting with Christ

The sacraments are the principal channels through which we receive God’s grace and live by his life. But they do not act automatically like spiritual slot machines. They are not magic rites, producing their wonderful effects independently of ourselves. Each sacrament is a call from Christ and we must reply to that call with faith and love. We believe that we meet Jesus Christ in the sacraments and the stronger our faith is the greater will be our response. 

    It is Christ who baptizes; it is Christ who forgives sins in confession; it is Christ who brings comfort and strength in the anointing of the sick to the dying person. We try to receive the sacraments with 
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devotion and respect. We prepare ourselves by prayer and thought. This is especially true of the sacraments that are received most often, Holy Communion and Confession. The sacraments are not an excuse to live slip-shod lives with the idea that they will make up for what we do not do ourselves. Rather they spur us on the give us strength to live lives more centred on Christ. 

                       +              +                +

It was on Easter Sunday that Jesus rose from the dead. By his resurrection he declared himself, and became our Lord and master. Ever since then we have called Sunday “The Lord’s Day”.

    Catholics have ever since considered it a loving duty to make Sunday holy, principally by worshipping God at Mass. With Jesus, we offer to God the Father the great offering made two thousand years ago.

    There are many Catholics who go to Mass on other days as well as Sundays. Some are able to assist at Mass every day. They are aware that the Mass helps them to grow in holiness.

    Sometimes the sacrament of baptism is administered during Mass. A child receives its first Holy Communion during Mass. Marriage often takes place during Nuptial Mass. Priests are ordained and bishops are consecrated during Mass. When a Catholic dies his body is carried to the church and a requiem Mass is offered, asking God to give him eternal rest in heaven.

    The whole life of the community of the Church revolves around the Mass. Sometimes by arrangement with their priest, the members of a family have Mass celebrated in their own home, particularly if someone in the family is sick and confined to the home for a long period. In every Mass we re-live the great Paschal Mystery, the death and resurrection of Jesus for us. We are strengthened in our Christian Faith.
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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.

1. This lesson speaks of a two way communication between God and ourselves: List some of the things you would like to give to God, and some of the things you would like God to give to you.

2. What are some of the reasons why the Jews before the time of Christ, offered religious sacrifices? Do we need to offer sacrifices for the same reasons?

3. List some reasons why you consider that Christ’s death Was the greatest sacrifice?

4. What connection can you see between Christ’s sacrifice on Calvary and the sacrifice of the Mass today?

5. Give your own idea of how a sacrament (e.g. Baptism or Holy Communion) is a meeting with Christ in this life.

6. The sacraments are the principal channels through which we meet Christ and receive his graces. By what other ways can we obtain his gifts and graces?
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Baptism and Confirmation

Usually babies are baptized on Sunday, the day on which the Church celebrates our redemption through the death and resurrection of Christ. It takes place in the church of the parish community to which the family belongs.

    It is a community celebration in the presence of relatives, friends and neighbours and other representatives of the local Christian community.

    The baby’s parents, accompanied by godparents, bring the child to the Church for baptism.

    The priest or deacon, who celebrates the baptism explains briefly the meaning of this sacrament of initiation into the Christian community.

    The prayers and questions in the ceremony are directed more to the parents and godparents than to the child. The child is sanctified by the Sacrament and receives the new life of sanctifying grace for the first time, but the responsibility to teach the child later to understand and live that life, rests primarily on the parents, assisted by the godparents.

    There are two main parts in the ceremony:

(a) The Liturgy of the word.

This consists of a selection of readings from the Bible, expressing the meaning of baptism, and some carefully chosen prayers for the child and its parents.

    The structure of this first part of the ceremony is much the same as the first part of the Mass. If the baptism takes place during Mass, this first part is replaced by the first part of the Mass itself.

(b) The Celebration of the Sacrament.

The priest blesses the water to be used for the baptism. He asks the parents and godparents if they reject Satan, and sin, and evil. He asks them if they really believe in God, and in his
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Son Jesus Christ, in the Holy Spirit and in the Catholic Church. They profess their belief both on their own behalf and on behalf of the child, to whom they will carefully teach this faith.

    The baptism may be performed either by immersing the child in the water or pouring water upon it. While doing so the priest says:

    “I baptize you, in the name of the Father, and of 

      the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”

    To complete the ceremony the priest makes the sign of the cross on the baby’s head with chrism (i.e. oil that has been blessed).

    A white garment (sign of Christian dignity) is put on the child.

    A candle is lighted and held by the father or godfather as a symbol that the child now belongs to Christ, the light of the world.

    The priest touches the ears and lips of the baby, praying that it may grow up to listen to and proclaim the teachings of Christ.

    He blesses the mother and father and godparents asking God to help them bring up the baby in the knowledge and love of Christ.

                   +                +                 +

Baptism

To baptize means, literally, to plunge in water. The Israelites, before the coming of Christ, used a form of baptism. John the Baptist, the prophet who prepared the people for the coming of the Saviour, invited them to give a sign of their repentance by going into the river Jordan and being baptized by him. God forgave them because of their sincere repentance.

    Christ told his Apostles to baptize. But his baptism is more than a sign of sorrow and the desire to be cleansed from sin. Through it he sends the Holy Spirit to dwell in the one baptized.

Supernatural Life

Jesus makes a distinction between life ‘of the flesh” and life “of the Spirit”. The first is natural life, the second supernatural. Man’s natural life, both of mind and body, has many aspects. He eat, drinks, sleeps,
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grows old, remembers, thinks, decides. But Christ promised to give a higher life through his Spirit. This is a sharing in the life of God. It is above nature and therefore called supernatural.

    God gave this life to the first human beings, Adam and Eve, but it was forfeited when they disobeyed him. This disobedience was the Original Sin. As a result of it, all the members of the human race are created without supernatural life and have an inherited inclination towards evil. Christ came to make amends for all the sins of men and give them divine life. He said: “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10, 10). He showed himself to be the life-giver when he cured the sick and raised the dead, but these deeds were signs of the supernatural life which he was to give. Men were to be “born anew of water and the Spirit”.

Born again

Some might ask: “How on earth can a person be born again?” Nicodemus once asked the same question. Jesus had said:

“Truly, truly I say to you, unless one is born of      water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.

That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3, 3-6).

The Body

The Christian at baptism begins to live in the Body of Christ. In lesson seven it was explained how the Church is the Body of Christ. In chapter twelve of his first letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul says:

“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” (1 Cor. 12, 12-13).

    Christ sent his Apostles out to preach in his name and to make men members of his Church by baptizing them. He said:

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
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 the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matt. 28, 19-20).

    The Acts of the Apostles tells how they obeyed him. They insisted that all who wished to become followers of Christ must be baptized in is name. Even those who had been baptized with the baptism of John the Baptist had to be baptized again in the name of Jesus.

The Action of the Spirit

As a result of the first sin, and the generations of sins which have followed, men are inclined towards evil. The Spirit give them strength to go against this inclination, but does not remove it entirely. Man’s nature after baptism is like twisted metal which has been straightened. It is more easily bent a second time, and there remains a slight curve in its straightness. Man after baptism remains inclined towards evil, but the Spirit gives him strength to resist. He does so by three kinds of activity called the virtues of faith, hope and charity.

Faith. In everyday human relations faith means accepting something on the word of another. Men believe what they are told by a man they know to be well-informed and truthful. But religious faith is more than that. It is a power given by the Holy Spirit which enables the Christian to accept Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour and readily to believe what he taught and continues to teach through his Church. The Christian tries to understand this teaching in so far as he can. But he must be ready to accept it even when he cannot understand it, because he knows it is taught by God. Once a man is satisfied that Christ is God, and that he founded the Church and guaranteed that it would always preserve the truth he taught, it is reasonable for him to accept the Church’s teaching, because it comes from God who can neither deceive nor be deceived.

    Faith is absolutely necessary to live the Christian life. It is a gift of the Spirit without which a man cannot do anything to gain eternal life. He can prepare himself for this gift. He should use the powers of his mind to examine the Gospels and the claims of the Church. But he cannot have true religious belief 

138

unless he receives the gift of faith. All should pray earnestly for this gift. The main theme of St. Paul’s letter to the Romans is that good works by themselves are not enough. “We are justified by faith,” he says Nor is faith by itself sufficient. It must be enlivened by hope and charity, which are also gifts of the Spirit.

Hope. This is a power which enables a Christian, in spite of difficulties, dangers and disappointments, to be confident that God will give all the help necessary to serve him and the neighbour well, and will finally bring him to eternal happiness in heaven if he remains true to Christ’s teaching.

Charity. The Spirit gives the power to love God and love one’s neighbour for God’s sake. Love, or charity, is the greatest of all the virtues. Without it the others are of no avail. It is the chief activity of the Spirit. St. Paul says:

“God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us” (Rom. 5, 5).

     Love is proved by deeds, that is, by service of the one loved. Man proves his love of god by worship and obedience and good deeds. The thirteenth chapter of St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians is a hymn in praise of charity. It ends with the words:

“So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor. 13, 13).

Infant Baptism

God gives natural life without consulting the child, knowing that it will want it. The child cannot exercise the natural powers of memory, understanding and will, but they are there, waiting to be developed. When the child grows up it deliberately accepts and preserves the gift of life and develops its natural powers. The same applies to the supernatural life. When the child comes to the use of reason and responsibility it is required to accept the life of Christ and develop it.

    Although there is no explicit mention of the baptizing of infants in the New Testament, it nowhere says that they were not baptized, but rather implicitly demands that they should be. The sixteenth chapter of the Acts of the Apostles tells of the baptism of two
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 complete households by St. Paul. I Cor. 1, 16, tells of another, the household of Stephanas. There is no indication that baptism in these cases was restricted only to adults. Baptism of infants (i.e. those who have not yet come to the use of reason0 is really necessary because they have contracted the guilt of original sin (Rom. 5, 12-19) which baptism alone can remit  (John 3, 5).

    No man, young or old, can enter god’s kingdom without being born anew through baptism. Therefore the Church instructs that infants should be baptized as soon as possible, lest they die without the gift of the Spirit. Devout Catholics have their children baptized within, at most, a month after birth. The child’s natural and supernatural life develop together. The Spirit begins to act more and more strongly, developing the supernatural powers.

    There are some who come late to the Faith and are baptized as adults, unless it is certain that they are already validly baptized. If there is some doubt about a previous baptism or its validity, the priest will baptize conditionally, the condition being “If you are not already baptized, I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”. Before the ceremony they are called upon to make a profession of faith in the teachings of the Catholic Church. They must also, of course, have true repentance for their sins (Acts 2, 38).

Baptism by Immersion and Pouring

Baptism is validly administered either by immersion or by pouring. Early Christians saw in baptism by immersion a fuller sign of what this sacrament did for them. Christians went down into the water at baptism and they saw in this a sign of Christ’s death. His earthly body, that is, his body ‘of the flesh,’ went down into the tomb after his death. He rose with a glorified body, leaving behind the weakness of fallen nature. The Christian goes down into the water in his sinful state but leaves his sinfulness behind and rises with new and glorious life. He begins to live in Christ and, if he is united to him at death, will eventually rise with him in glory to live happy for ever.

    There is no doubt that baptism by pouring was also used in the early Church and regarded as equally 
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valid, e.g., a book entitled the Didache  (or Teaching of the Twelve Apostles) written about 90-100 A.D. mentions both as being correct methods of baptizing. Baptism by immersion was not always possible. In places where deep water was not available, such as sick rooms, prisons, private homes and desert places, water was poured over the head. The one baptized went under the water, in the sense that it was poured over him.

    The eminent archaeologist and historian, Monsignor Duchesne, is of the opinion that there were many more baptisms by pouring than by immersion in the early days of Christianity. He says: “We constantly see representations of the celebrations of baptism. But do we ever see total immersion, the neophyte plunged into the water so as to disappear completely? Such a thing is never seen”. Catholics nowadays may be baptized either by immersion or by pouring, but most baptisms are by pouring.

Baptism of Desire

There are some people who love God with deep sincerity, but are not aware of the need to be baptized. They get no opportunity to learn the Christian teachings. We say that these people receive baptism of desire. If they were aware of the necessity of baptism, they would receive it immediately. Because of their perfect love for God, Jesus gives the new life of grace directly to them. It was of these that he spoke when he said, “He who loves me, shall be loved by my Father, and I will love him and will manifest myself to him” (John 14, 21).

    Some unbaptised people have given their lives rather than offend God. This is martyrdom. They too receive baptism of desire. Sometimes it is called baptism of blood, because they show their love of God in the most perfect way, i.e. by accepting martyrdom. Jesus said, “He that shall lose his life for me, shall find it”. (Mt. 10, 39).

                     +                  +                   +
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CONFIRMATION

The visitation of the bishop is an important event in the life of the parish. Usually he comes to administer the Sacrament of Confirmation. When the number of people to be confirmed is large the bishop invites some priests to administer the Sacrament with him. Very often the ceremony takes place during Mass, though this is not essential.

    Those to be confirmed renew their baptismal promises of total commitment to Christ. The bishop and priests lay hands upon all the candidates by extending their hands over them. The bishop prays for the Holy Spirit to come upon them. He then makes the sign of the cross on the forehead with chrism. To each he says:

“Be sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit”.

The newly confirmed replies “Amen”.

The bishop then touches their cheek saying “Peace be with you”. The newly confirmed reply “And also with you”.

    As a successor of the Apostles, the bishop in confirming has done what they did. They themselves were confirmed when the Holy Spirit came down upon them at Pentecost. They baptized those who learnt to believe in Jesus Christ, and afterwards gave them confirmation. It is described thus in the Acts of the Apostles:

“Now when the Apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the Word of God, they sent to them Peter and John, who came down and prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit: for it had not yet fallen on any of them, but they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. Then they laid their hands on them and they received the Holy Spirit” (Acts 8, 14-17).

Confirmed Christians

To confirm means to strengthen. The sacred oil used in this sacrament is a sign of the new strength which the Holy Spirit gives. He anoints the soul as the oil anoints the forehead.

    Confirmation is the completion of baptism. At this baptism a man is made a Christian. At confirmation he is made a confirmed Christian, that is, one with the
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strength necessary to face with vigour the duties and dangers of adult life, take a responsible part in the work of the Church and share more fully in the priesthood of Christ. Confirmation is normally received as the age of puberty approaches, when the duties and difficulties of adult life are about to begin.

Prophets

Confirmation is the Pentecost of each Christian. When the Holy Spirit came down upon the Apostles, they were filled with energy and preached the word of God fearlessly as prophets. Each Christian is made a prophet at his confirmation. The words of Joel, quoted by St, Peter at Pentecost, are fulfilled:

“I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh, and you sons and your daughters shall prophesy” (Acts 2, 17).

    To prophesy does not always mean to see into the future. The prophets of the Old testament did foretell the coming of the Saviour, but their main task was to teach the people the truth and urge them to serve God. St. Paul gives us a good understanding of prophecy when he says: “He who prophesies speaks to men for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation” (1 Cor. 14, 3). Confirmation gives Christians power from the Holy Spirit to console and encourage and upbuild each other in faith. The more completely we yield ourselves in faith to Christ the more this power of the Holy Spirit will manifest itself in us, and make us instruments for good in the lives of others.

    It is not necessary that every confirmed Christian should do great signs and wonders as the Apostles did at Pentecost; e.g. performing miracles or praising God in strange tongues, etc. The Holy Spirit gives these gifts to us as he wills. But on Pentecost Sunday each year we pray during Mass that God will “inspire the hearts of the faithful to perform these selfsame works which were wrought when the gospel was first preached”. This assures us that it is right to desire and hope for a great outpouring of these gifts from the Holy Spirit at our Confirmation and throughout our lives.

    The recent Vatican Council says:
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“The Holy Spirit who sanctifies the people of God through the ministry and the sacraments, gives to the faithful special gifts as well, ‘allotting to everyone according as he will’ (1 Cor. 12, 11). Thus may the individual ‘according to the gift that each has received, administer it to one another’, and become ‘good stewards of the manifold grace of God’ (1 Pet. 4, 10). And build up the whole body in charity (Eph. 4, 16). From the reception of these charisms or gifts, including those which are less dramatic, there arises for each believer the right and the duty to use them in the Church and in the world for the good of mankind and for the upbuilding of the Church.” (Apostolate of the Laity 3).

    Every Christian is given the task of sharing in some way in the service of others and in teaching the word of God. We all have a duty to let the light of Christ shine through us by living good lives and encouraging others by word and example.

    Here are some practical ways in which one who has received the sacrament of confirmation can live the life expected of an adult Christian;

(a) Praying for all men:

“First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions and thanksgivings be made for all men” (1 Tim. 2, 1);

(b) Participating in the apostolate of suffering:

“Our hope for you is unshaken; for we know that as you share in our sufferings, you will also share in our comfort” (2 Cor. 1, 7);

(c)  Giving good example:

              “You are the light of the world . . . . Let your 

light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5, 14-16);

(d) Christian Witness:

“So everyone who acknowledges me before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father in heaven; but he who ever denies me before men, I also will deny before my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 10, 32-33);

(e) Service of others:

“Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when did we see thee hungry and feed thee,
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or thirty and give thee drink? And when did we see thee a stranger and welcome thee, or naked and clothe thee? And when did we see thee sick or in prison and visit thee?’ And the King will answer them, “Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me’” (Matt. 25, 37-40);

    (f) Taking part in the work of the lay apostolate:

        “But how are men to call upon him in whom they     

         have not believed? And how are they to believe 

         in him of whom they have never heard? And 

   how are they to hear without a preacher? And 

   how can men preach unless they are sent?”

   (Rom. 10, 14-15).

                       +               +                +

When we make an act of faith we commit ourselves fully and freely to God and tell him that we believe all that he has revealed to us; when we make an act of charity  we tell him that we love him and our neighbour for his sake. When we make an act of hope we tell God that we place all our trust in Him. The following is an act of hope:

“O my God, relying on your infinite power, goodness and mercy, and on your sacred promises to which you are always faithful, I confidently hope through the merits of Jesus Christ

for the pardon of my sins,

for grace to serve you faithfully in this life by doing the good works you have commanded and which with your assistance I now resolve to perform,

and for eternal happiness in the next. Through my Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, Amen.”


                          +               +                +
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POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Baptism is our birth into the new life of the Spirit. What does that statement mean to you personally?

2. Which form of baptism would you prefer, immersion or pouring? Give reasons for you preference.

3. Why baptize babies? Why not adults only?

4. What is divine faith?

5. Confirmation is the sacrament of Christian maturity. What does that mean to you?

6. Suggest some activities through which a confirmed Christian could become a more mature witness for Christ.
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Holy Communion

To a Catholic the Mass is not only a sacred offering; it is also a sacred meal. That is why Jesus chose to use bread and wine for it. In this way God shows his love and friendship for us by inviting us to eat “the bread of life”. When the time for Holy Communion comes at Mass the priest holds up Christ, saying: “This is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. Happy are those who are called to his supper”. The priest receives communion and then places the body of Christ on the tongue or in the hand of each person who wishes to receive Our Lord. The person who receives the body of Christ in the hand places the sacred host in his mouth immediately. 

    Priest and people, having offered together the sacrifice, receive together the victim of sacrifice, Jesus Christ, and are brought into communion with him and each other. Hence this sacrament is called Holy Communion.

    The sixth chapter of St. John’s Gospel tells how Christ promised to give himself in Holy Communion, and how he prepared the people for this promise by the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand.

                        +              +               +

The Feeding of the Five Thousand

It was at the time of the Feast of the Passover. A crowd of five thousand men, to say nothing of women and children, had followed Jesus to a lonely spot on the shore of Lake Tiberias, called also the Sea of Gallilee. There  he preached to them till the evening, when the question arose as to how they were all to get food. The Apostle Andrew said, perhaps jokingly: “There is a lad here who has five barley loaves and two fish; but what are they among so many?” Christ
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told the people to sit down on the grass, said grace over the food and had it distributed. It was so multiplied that there was enough to eat for all and the bits left over filled twelve baskets. The people were amazed and enthusiastic and wanted to crown Christ as king, but he would not allow them, because he did not want an earthly kingdom.

    The prophets often compared the future kingdom of God to a banquet in which God and his people will be joyfully united. No doubt Jesus thought of this when he blessed the bread and fish, as did the sacred writers when they told of it in the Gospel. But he had another purpose. He was preparing them for the promise of a banquet to be shared by the members of his Church.

The Crossing of the Lake

The crowd dispersed to return to their houses around the lake and the Apostles started across to the town of Capernaum by boat. A storm arose, and they were in danger of being wrecked when Christ came to them walking on the water. They were terrified, thinking they saw a ghost, but he said: “It is I; do not be afraid.” They were glad to take him into the boat and they proceeded calmly to the town of Capernaum on the opposite shore.

    He had shown his divine power by multiplying the bread. He had shown his power over his own body and the laws of Nature by walking on the water. This prepared the Apostles for the astounding promise he was to make in the synagogue at Capernaum.

    The crowd gathered as soon as he landed. Among them were some anxious to question him and demand proof of his authority to teach in the name of God. they suggested that the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand with five loaves and two fish was not proof enough. After all, they said, Moses had given the people “bread from heaven” during their journeying in the desert after they had left Egypt. They were referring to the incident found in the sixteenth chapter of the book of Exodus as described below.

The Manna

Two months after their departure from Egypt, the 
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Israelites arrived in a place where they could find no food. They grumbled to Moses: “You have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.” God sent them food. In the evening flocks of tiny birds called quail, common to this day in the Middle East, came over the camp and were easily caught, exhausted as they were after their long flight. In the morning the people saw a white substance on the shrubs of the desert, and they said, “Manna,” which means, ”What is it?” It was probably a gum or sap exuded by the plants. It remained sweet and nutritious for about one day, but corrupted quickly. Hence they were instructed to gather only as much as they needed for one day. They were told, “Let no man leave it till the morning.”

    They knew that this food was provided by Nature, but that since God is Creator of all things, it was he who had given it to them in their hour of need.

    Those who questioned Jesus said that Moses had given the whole people of Israel “food from heaven.” Jesus replied that it was God, not Moses, who had given it. Moreover, those who had eaten this food had nevertheless died. He said he would provide a food which would give eternal life to those who ate it. They were amazed at this and replied: “Give us this bread always.” He went on to promise the Holy Eucharist.

Promise of the Holy Eucharist

Jesus said:

“I am the bread of life; he who comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst” (John 6, 35).

    They were shocked and murmured because he said that he was the bread from heaven giving eternal life. This was a claim to be divine. But Jesus repeated more emphatically what he had said, and added to it:

“I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread which comes down from heaven, that a man may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if any one eats of this bread, he will live for ever” (John 6, 48-51).

    This was startling enough, but his next words were amazing:

“And the bread which I shall give for the life of
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 the world is my flesh” (John 6, 51).

    Christ is saying here what he said on many other occasions, that he came from God the Father to give new life to men. As food gives natural life, he would give supernatural life. Only those would receive it who believed what he taught. But they had to do more than believe in his word. They had to accept him completely and without reserve. To such he would be united, as food is united to the body, and they would live his life.

    Most of his hearers would not accept that he came down from heaven. Nor would they accept that he could give them the life of God. they protested strongly. But he did not take back what he had said. He insisted upon it. He repeated his promise, stressed it and even went much further. He made it clear he was not merely using a figure of speech. In a mysterious way, to be made known later he would give himself as real food and drink to those who believed in him:

“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you; he who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him. As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so he who eats me will live because of me. This is the bread which came down from heaven, not such as the fathers ate and died; he who eats this bread will live for ever” (John 6, 53-58).

    Most of his hearers refused to believe him. Many even of his disciples lost faith in him and went away. He did not call them back and tell them they had misunderstood him. He turned to the twelve Apostles and said: “Will you also go away?” as if to say: “If you will not accept this teaching, you are not my followers.’ Simon Peter, as on many other occasions, spoke in the name of them all:

“Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life; and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God” (John 6, 68-69).
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The Promise kept

This promise was kept when Jesus ate the Last Supper with his Apostles on the night before he died. It was again the time of the Passover. During the Passover meal he said over the unleavened bread: “This is my body,” and over the chalice of wine: “drink of it all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26, 26-28).

    He did not say, for instance, “This is a sign of my body and blood,” or “This will be to those who receive it as if it were my body and blood.” He said: “This is my body---this is my blood.” It would be difficult to find simpler words, or words so clear in their meaning. The Apostles, and the whole Church after them, understood him to mean precisely what he said. Bread and wine were changed into his body and blood. What was on the table before him still looked felt and tasted like bread and wine, but was in fact the body and blood of Christ. The appearance remained the same the reality beneath them was changed by the power of God to whom nothing is impossible or difficult.

    He said to the Apostles: “Do this in remembrance of me.” They and their successors, the bishops and priests of the Church, have done it ever since in the Mass.

A Sacramental change

On the altar of a Catholic church during the Mass, the bread and wine lie separate and the words are said over each separately. They seem to remain separate afterwards. This is a sign of the sacrifice of Christ, when his blood was separated from his body. They are not really separate. It is the living Christ, risen and glorious, who is present in the Mass. His body and his blood, under the appearances of the bread and wine, cannot be separated from the whole Christ, truly present. He is present whole and entire, body, blood, soul and godhead, both under the appearances of bread and under the appearances of wine.

    Chemical analysis or human science cannot demonstrate that the change has taken place. It is a special kind of change, absolutely unique. It is called

151

sacramental. Such a change can only be known through faith in the teaching of Christ and his Church, faith in the Word of God.

The Sacrament of Unity

The teachings of the Apostles and the early Church concerning the Holy Eucharist is expressed by St. Paul in the eleventh chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians. There he rebukes the Corinthians for splitting up into small groups when they assembled for the Eucharist, thus destroying the unity which this sacrament was intended by Christ to strengthen and develop. He warns them that since it is indeed the body and blood of Christ which they receive, they are in danger of damnation if they receive it unworthily.

“For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body which is broken for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of profaning the body and blood of the Lord” (1 Cor. 11, 23-27).

    The Holy Eucharist is both the sign of the unity of the Church and the chief cause of that unity. It is profaned if it becomes a sign of disunity. Only members of the Church who believe firmly in her teachings, and have not separated themselves from Christ’s life by serious sin, can receive this sacrament worthily. All who wish are welcome to attend Mass in a Catholic church, but only those in full union with the Catholic Church may receive Holy Communion.

The Eucharist and Calvary

The differences between the Sacrifice of Calvary and the Sacrifice of the Mass are not substantial differences.

    On Calvary Christ died, but in the Mass he does not die again; it is the immortal, risen Christ that is present.
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On Calvary the whole work of our redemption was accomplished; in the Mass it is applied  to us personally. The Mass is not a separate Sacrifice from that of Calvary; it is the same sacrificial offering to God now made present to us who participate in it.

    Karl Adam, in his book ‘The Spirit of Catholicism’ expresses this very beautifully. He writes; “In the Sacrifice of the Mass we are not merely reminded of the Sacrifice of the Cross in symbolic form. On the contrary, the Sacrifice of Calvary, as the great supra-temporal reality, enters into the immediate present. Space and time are abolished. The same Jesus is here present who died on the Cross. The whole congregation unites itself with his holy sacrificial will, and through Jesus present before it, consecrates itself to the heavenly Father as a living oblation’.  

Mary and the Eucharist

Devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary helps us to grow in love for Christ present in the Blessed Eucharist. He did not begin the work of our Redemption without Mary’s consent, which she freely gave. “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word”. (Luke, 1, 38). Likewise he did not complete it on Calvary without her presence. “Standing by the cross of Jesus, were his mother, and his mother’s sister”. (John 19, 25).

    At each Mass the whole Calvary scene is made present to us. Space and time are abolished. By uniting ourselves in spirit with Mary at Mass we are uniting ourselves with that little band of faithful followers who stood by the Cross of Jesus on Calvary. Thus we are united all the more fully with Christ our Redeemer.

The Church’s constant teaching

There has never been a time when the Church has not believed and taught that Christ is really present in the Holy Eucharist and gives himself to his people as food bringing them supernatural life. Apart from a few lone voice, no one denied this teaching for fifteen hundred years. These lone voices speaking against the general teaching made it necessary for the Church to state clearly and firmly Christ’s teaching in this matter. This she did in particular at the Fourth
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Lateran Council in 1215.

    The Protestant reformers of the sixteenth century held deeply and widely different opinions about it. Many denied that any change in the elements of bread and wine took place in the Eucharist, and held that the faithful received the power in the Eucharist, and held that the faithful received the power of virtue of the body and blood of Christ in this sacrament, but not the actual body and blood. There are many shades of belief among the non-Catholic Christians of today. They range from those who say that in the Lord’s Supper there is nothing more than bread and wine, eaten and drunk as a memorial of the Last Supper, to those who accept the Catholic teaching as stated above. The teaching of the sixteenth-century Protestants was the occasion for the Church to state her teaching once more at the Council of Trent in 1551. There the word “Transubstantiation” was used to state, in the philosophical language of the day, the truth that the whole substance, or underlying reality, of the bread and wine are changed into the whole substance of the body and blood of Christ. Only the “accidents,” the outward appearances, remain the same. The Catholic Church does not tie herself firmly to any system of philosophy when stating her teaching. She is bound only to the teaching of the New Testament: Christ, truly present in the Holy Eucharist, body, blood, soul and godhead, offers himself to the Father as a victim of sacrifice, and gives himself as food to his people, bringing them eternal life.

 A Personal Experience

Reg was a bright young man with a reasonably good knowledge of the Bible. June, his fiancée was a Catholic. For weeks he had been going regularly with her to Sunday Mass.

    “What’s your secret for getting people to go to Church so regularly?” he asked me. “The priest up at June’s church is a very dull speaker; yet the Church is crowded four times every Sunday morning”.

    “It’s the Real Presence,” I told him. “They don’t go to Mass just to listen to Father X; they go because they are convinced that Jesus is really there”.

    “Are you genuinely convinced of that?” he asked.
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    “Yes I really believe it; all Catholics who go regularly to Mass believe it”. When Jesus said ‘This is my body’, he meant what he said, and meant it literally.

    “That’s my real problem”, Reg said. “How can you be so sure that his words at the Last Supper are to be taken literally? You don’t take him literally when he says ‘I am the vine’< or when he says ‘I am the door’. Why do you take it literally in this case?’

    “Let’s begin at the beginning. The first question is, Could Jesus do it? i.e. could he make himself really present under the appearance of bread and wine, if he wanted to?”

    “Yes, of course he could. I have no problem about that; I believe Christ is God in human form. As God he is all powerful, but that’s not the point, what I’m asking is, how do you know that he wanted to do it?”

    “It’s a question of evidence”, I explained. “You know your Bible pretty well, have you read the sixth chapter of the Gospel according to St. John recently?” I was surprised to find that, in spite of his reasonably good knowledge of the Bible, Reg had no recollection of the context of John 6. Even when I quoted some verses from it, he seemed to be hearing them for the first time.

    We opened the Bible and read John 6 carefully from beginning to end. For Catholics this one of the most important chapters in the whole of the Bible.

    The discussion which followed was a turning point in Reg’s life. Here, as I now recall from memory, is how I explained it to him:

    We had John 6 opened before us and went through it verse by verse. To understand what I explained to Reg, you will need to do the same.

    For the sake of clarity, chapter 6 of the gospel according to St. John can be divided into two sections. In the first section, verses 26-51, Jesus asks for the stresses the need of faith, belief in him. Such insistence was, of course, fundamental and a necessary prelude to his following words (verses 51-59) ---  the second section) which contain the great promise to give “his flesh to eat and his blood to drink”. Verses 50-51 mark the transition.

    It is clear from the context that Christ intended his words in verses 51-59 literally. That is the way he
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was understood by his hearers and he did not correct them, which he would have done had they understood him wrongly.

    In fact, “when they disputed among themselves saying ‘How can this man give his flesh to eat?” (verse 53) his reply was simply to insist upon the literal meaning four times (see John 6, 54-59, e.g. verse 55 “My flesh is food indeed and my blood is drink indeed”). Then when many of his disciples murmured saying “this is a hard saying: who can listen to it’, 9verse 61) and when many of them “drew back and no linger went about with him”’ (verse 66) Christ did not call them back and say that they had misunderstood Him. Rather he rebuked them for their lack of faith.

    Finally, he even put the test clearly to his chosen twelve Apostles with the words: “Will you also go away?” (verse 67).

    He  was prepared to let even the chosen twelve go away rather than withdraw what he had said. The people had understood him literally. He was insisting that they would continue to do so.

    Peter’s reply (verses 68-69) on behalf of the twelve, was a perfect act of faith. “To whom shall we go? . . . .  we have believed and have come to know that you are the Holy One of God”. Peter didn’t know or understand how Jesus was going to fulfil that promise, yet he accepted it completely because he was convinced of two things:

1. Jesus meant it.

2. Jesus was ‘the Holy One of God and, as such, he could do it if he wanted to.

    Today we still don’t understand how the bread and wine are changed into the real living Christ, but like Peter we are convinced of two things:

(a) Jesus meant it.

(b) Jesus is the Holy One of God, and as such he can do it

    Our human eyes still see only the outward appearance of bread and wine, but our faith (like the faith of Peter) convinces us that Christ is really and truly present, because he is God and his word is true.

The Family meal

Christ gives himself in the Holy Eucharist to be the
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life and food of men. He said: “For my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed . . .  He who eats this bread will live for ever” (John 6, 55-58).

    This is the family meal of the believing Christian Community. The every-day family meal has three main effects. It gives joy and contentment to the members of the family at being together. It gives them strength to do their work and to serve each other. It is a powerful bond of union.

    These are the three chief effects of Christ’s family meal. The Catholic returns from Holy Communion knowing that he has Christ’s body and blood within him. This gives him great joy and comfort and strengthens his love of his divine Lord and Saviour. It gives him a fuller share in Christ’s life and the strength to serve God, his family and his fellow-men, and resist evil inclinations and suggestions. It unites him more closely to Christ, and to those he loves and all the members of the Church.

    St. Cyril of Alexandria said that as two pieces of wax, melted together, form one, so is the soul united to Christ in the Blessed Sacrament. He who has received Holy Communion can say with St. Paul: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2, 20).

    The Church teaches that all her members should receive Holy Communion at least once a year and urges them to do so, if possible, every time they go to Mass. Thousands go to Holy Communion every day. There is nothing which gives a surer guarantee of eternal life. Christ said: “He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him ,up at the last day” (John 6, 54).

Necessary Preparation

Before receiving Our Lord in Holy Communion one must try to be prepared as well as possible for so great a sacrament. Four things are essential:

(1) To be a baptized member of the Catholic Church. Reception of Holy Communion is a sign of our being in full communion with the Catholic Church.
(2) To be free from mortal sin. A Catholic who knows that he has committed a serious sin since his last confession does not receive
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Holy Communion without first going to Confession and sincerely repenting of his sin. (Confession will be explained in detail in Lesson 12).

(3) To abstain from all food and all drink, except water, for at least one hour before receiving Holy Communion. This is a law made by the Church to help us remember that the spiritual food of Holy Communion is more important than mere bodily food. Christians in former times abstained from all food and drink from midnight before receiving Holy Communion. Exceptions are made for the sick.

(4) To receive Holy Communion for a good and spiritual motive; e.g., to increase our union with Christ and to strengthen ourselves spiritually. One should never receive Holy Communion for a mere human motive such as making a good impression on friends.

The Real Presence

The Blessed Sacrament is kept in a safe called the tabernacle. This is always in a prominent place in the church, either near the altar of sacrifice or in a decorated side chapel. There is always a lamp burning near it to let the people know that Christ is there. In cathedrals and city churches there is constant stream of worshippers who kneel in silent prayer for a few moments before the Blessed Sacrament, then return, spiritually refreshed, to the business of the day.

Visits to the Blessed Sacrament

A man who became a Catholic after toying with the idea for almost twenty years recently wrote as follows: “Before I became a Catholic I often went to the local Catholic church to the chapel of the Blessed Sacrament for private prayer. It was an interesting experience. There seemed to be so many people who used the building at any odd time and their conduct was a strange mixture of reverence and freedom. Everybody seemed at home.”

    He put his finger on the spot. Everybody is at home. Sincere Catholics make a habit of often calling

158

into the church in this way to make a visit to the Blessed Sacrament. As they kneel or sit there before the tabernacle they realize they are in the presence of Christ Our Lord. They speak to him in their own words, asking his help and his blessing on themselves, their homes and families. Some just remain there in silence knowing that they can draw peace and strength and delight from that contact. The world for the moment is shut out. They are at home.

    Perhaps you would like to try it. Drop into a Catholic church sometime for a quiet prayer.

Benediction

In many parish churches there is a ceremony called Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament. The consecrated Host is taken out of the tabernacle and placed in a beautifully ornamental display case which we call a monstrance. This is placed on or above the altar where all can see it. The altar is decorated with flowers and lighted candles; sweet-smelling incense is burned in a metal container called a thurible; its fragrant smoke symbolizing prayer rising up to God. Hymns of praise are sung and prayers are said together by priest and people. The priest raises the monstrance and with it makes the sign of the cross in blessing over all the people. They know that it is Christ their Lord who blesses them.

    On special occasions the Blessed Sacrament is carried under a canopy in procession around the church, and even through the streets, that the people might see it and adore.

    These are extensions of the Eucharistic Sacrifice. A Catholic believes the best way of adoring god and showing love and reverence for Jesus Christ is to join with him and his people in offering the Sacrifice of the Mass and receiving Holy Communion.

Throughout the English speaking world there is no hymn better known and loved by Catholics than “Soul of my Saviour.” This is free translation of a Latin hymn, “Anima Christ,” composed by an unknown author in the early fourteenth century. It is a beautiful expression of faith in the presence of Christ in the Holy Eucharist and an earnest prayer for the blessings which he gives in Holy Communion.
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Soul of my Saviour, sanctify my breast;

Body of Christ, be thou my saving guest;

Blood of my Saviour, bathe me in thy tide,

Wash me with water, flowing from thy side.

Strength and protection may thy Passion be;

O Blessed Jesus, hear and answer me;

Deep in thy wounds, Lord, hide and shelter me;

So shall I never, never part from thee.

Guard and defend me from the foe malign;

In death’s dread moments make me only thine;

Call me, and bid me come to thee on high,

When I may praise thee with thy saints for aye.

                    +                 +                +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

(1) Can you quote some passages from chapter 6 of St. John’s Gospel to show that Christ promised the Eucharist to his followers.

(2) Give some reasons for believing that Christ wanted his words to be taken literally when he said “This is my body”.

(3) Suggest some ways in which the believing Christian can take advantage of Christ’s closeness to us in the Eucharist. 

(4) How does the Eucharist strengthen the bond of unity between Christians.

(5) Using the effects of bodily food as an example, show the value of regular reception of Holy Communion.

(6) Suggest a suitable prayer in your own words to be said during a private visit to a Catholic Church.
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Confession and Anointing of the Sick
Jesus was once invited to a meal in the house of a Pharisee. The Pharisees were a party which insisted on the strict observance of all the laws of the Old Testament, down to the smallest detail, and despised those who did not keep them. Many of them were hypocrites and snobs. As they reclined at table an incident took place which shocked the host and his guests. It is recorded in the seventh chapter of St. Luke’s Gospel.

“And behold, a woman of the cit, who was a sinner, when she learned that he was sitting at table in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster flask of ointment, and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears, and wiped them with the hair of her bead, and kissed his feet, and anointed them with ointment.”

    The host said to himself: “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner.” Jesus gently rebuked him and said:

    “I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much…”

    And he said to her:

    “Your sins are forgiven.”

    Those at table were even more shocked at this and said: “Who is this, who even forgives sins?” Jesus said the woman:

    “Your faith has saved you; go in peace” (Luck 7, 37-50)

    It is an ancient tradition that this woman was Mary Magdalene, who stood beneath the Cross with Mary the Mother of Jesus as he died, and that afterwards she lived a life of prayer and penance in the desert in Egypt and drew many to imitate her holy life. She has been honoured in the Church ever since as the

 patroness of sinners.
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What is Sin?

St. Paul in his letter to the Romans gives us a glimpse of the effects of sin. He says that the pagan Romans did not try to know and love God, and so “they were filled with all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malignity, they are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless” (Romans 1, 29-31).

    This is a terrifying picture of the evils of the Roman Empire of Paul’s day. It shows us sin at its worst. But it also tells us some other important things. It shows us that sin is a rejection of God and his love. The essential evil of sin, and its beginning, is that a person turns away his whole personality from God. It is clear also that sin is a free act. When a person knows that something is wrong and against God’s will, yet freely decides to do it, he commits a sin.

    Anyone may be tempted to do evil, and often that is not wrong. He may find in himself a sudden urge to be angry or unkind at home, to be unfair or lazy or lustful or unjust. All this comes from his weak human nature, and for the most part he is not to blame. It is only when he encourages these temptations or actually gives way to them and does not control his anger or is unjust or lustful that he sins.

    We must accept the fact that we are weak human beings. The proud man thinks he can do all things by himself without help from God or man. That is the height of foolishness and makes a person ridiculous and lonely. Most of us realize that we are often tempted to do wrong and that we need help to overcome our evil inclinations. We need to learn to control our thoughts and words and actions, and with God’s help we can exercise this control. Jesus has overcome sin by his death and resurrection. United to him by faith and love, we share in his victory and know that nothing, except our own free decision, can separate us from the love of God.

Our Freedom

We have said that sin is a free act and we only sin when we freely do something that we know is wrong.
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 However much our freedom may be limited by our upbringing or environment, we retain the power to say “no” to evil. Obviously people whose minds are unbalanced may do wrong without committing sin because they are not capable of a fully free act. There are other people who do evil things but have never been taught, or have never come to realize that what they are doing is wrong. God will never reject them for the wrong they do in their ignorance. He judges us according to our knowledge and freedom. He is a loving Father and is prepared to excuse his children wherever possible. However, he is also a very just Father who knows our motives and our intentions. If in serious matters we freely and knowingly reject his love and his law for mankind, we reject him. If we die in the state of rejection, we separate ourselves from him forever.

Sin is Slavery

Even though we do not specifically think of offending God every time that we sin, our failing remains an offence against God. We want something, regardless of God’s plan or God’s will. It is not so much that we want to do anything evil; sin is more often the result of seeking something that seems good to us, e.g. we want to build up our won reputation, so we malign someone’s character to draw people’s attention from our own shortcomings.

    The Bible says that sin is a form of slavery, in the sense that one who sins places himself more under the power of evil.

“When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. But then what return did you get from the things of which you are now ashamed?” (Rom. 6, 20-21).

    St. Paul often speaks of the struggle that goes on in human nature between our inclinations to do good and our stronger inclination to sin:

“For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good that I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells within me”. (Rom. 7, 18-21).

    The lustful person is a slave to passion, the bad-
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tampered person is a slave of his impulses. Sin is not a sign of strength of character. It is a sign of slavery and the abuse of our freedom.

Mortal and Venial Sins

There is a difference in degree about the seriousness of sin. Our amount of knowledge and freedom differs from one situation to another, and the matter involved may be grave or light in itself.

    We sometimes divide sins into mortal sins and venial sins. Mortal sins are those actions that are such a serious turning from God that they exclude the person from communion with the rest of the Church. Venial sins are less serious; they do not cause a break in our relationship with God and the Church, but they show a lessening of our love and make us liable to fall into more serious offences.

    It is not always easy to say what is a mortal sin and what is not. Some sins are obviously a serious matter: e.g. murder, abortion, adultery, abuse of sex, blasphemy, etc., but in all these sins, the wickedness depends ultimately on the inner attitude of the sinner. Our Lord reminds us (cf. Mark 7, 14-23) that the true source of sin is the attitude of mind and heart, and not necessarily the external action. “what comes out of a man is that which defiles a man”.

    Serious sin is the greatest evil in the world. It means a person’s hatred and refusal to love God. It is not a trifling matter. People do not commit serious sins by chance or accidentally. Our Lord reminds us that we can sin seriously by omission,, just as much as by commission (cf. Mt. 25, 31-46).

    Three conditions have to be fulfilled before a person commits serious sin; it is a serious matter involved: it is done with full knowledge and with full consent of the will. If any of these is lacking, there is no serious sin committed.

    Serious sin can lead to loss of eternal life with God. This is a frightening thought which should be enough to move the sinner to some form of contrition.

    If a person dies in serious sin, and if his heart is hardened against God willfully and deliberately, then this eternity will be the punishment of being without God. This is what is meant by the Church’s teaching on Hell. God judges the inner attitude of people
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when he judges the good they have done or the sins they have committed. God wants all men to be saved (cf. 1. Tim. 2, 4). He gives to all the grace of repentance and forgiveness. But if this grace is rejected, God will not force a person’s free will.

Sin Can be Forgiven

We have painted a rather dismal, but accurate, picture of sin and its effects so as to see more clearly the meaning of forgiveness and the importance of confession.

    Every sin, no matter how malicious or vile, can be forgiven. It is only the sin of ultimate obstinacy and rejection of God’s grace that is the “unforgiveable sin” spoken of by Jesus (cf. Mark 3, 21). If  we don’t want forgiveness, God will not force it on us.

Christ Brings Forgiveness of Sins

The “good news” of Christianity is the message of Christ bringing us forgiveness and reconciliation with God. It was not God’s will that we live in sin and separated from his love. He wanted to lift this heavy burden from our shoulders.

    The gospels give us many stories of Christ forgiving sins, e.g. the woman taken in adultery, the man with palsy, the sinful woman in Simon’s house, the good thief, and many others. Our Lord saw that there were two classes of sinners: Those who admitted that they were sinners and those who denied it and pretended that they were just, e.g. many of the Pharisees. Christ saw in sickness and sin the power of the devil, the prince of evil. He was the Lamb of God who had come to take away the sins of the world (cf. John 1, 36).

The Prodigal Son

In lesson 2 we have quoted the parable of the Prodigal Son. It is excellent reading in preparation for confession.

    The action of the son leaving his Father’s house, is the portrayal of our sin by which we leave God’s presence in our futile attempt to seek happiness apart from God. The wretched state of the son, feeding on the food of pigs, reminds us of the degradation and misery that sin can cause. The sinner tries to be
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independent; but he finds that there is no lasting happiness outside of God’s will.

    The return of the son reminds us that forgiveness demands the sinner’s return to God and conversion; but the Father is not reluctant to forgive. He is there always, eagerly awaiting our return. The Father in the parable runs out to meet the repentant son and welcomes him even before the son has time to make his confession.

    The parable also stresses that it is not God who has changed but the sinner. God’s love is always reaching out. He never turns his back on the sinner, but waits for the moment when we summon up the courage to turn back to him. The parable reminds us that God will restore us to his friendship and love, as if we had never strayed at all.

What Forgiveness Means

We can never make up to God for the sins we have committed. We do what we can to atone, but we know that Christ died for our sins (cf. 1 Tim. 1, 15). When our sins are forgiven, they disappear; they are blotted out. “If your sins be as scarlet, they shall be made as white as snow; and if they be red as crimson, they shall be made as white as wool” (Is. 1. 18). God does not hold our sins against us once he has forgiven them. He does not write them down in a little black book. He does not just cover our sins and pretend that they are not there. When he forgives our sins, they are gone forever and we are reconciled to him.

    However, we are a little different because we have sinned. Sin always brings damage to us or to other people. For example, if we take away another’s good name, the Church forgives us if we are sorry; but the damage is done. Even when we try to make restitution, the effects of sin go on. If a person commits a sin of impurity, he is forgiven by God if he is repentant; but his human nature is weakened by sin. This is why the Church reminds us of the need of a “penance” as a form of satisfaction for our sins. A good work done now (e.g….a prayer, an act of self-denial) can make up for a sin previously committed. The way we live after our forgiveness is the proof of our sorrow and the best way to repair the damage 
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done by sin.

    Sin has a damaging effect; it can also have a saving effect. Good can come from evil, through the action of God.

    St. Augustine is the classic example of a man who became a saint through his sins. By that I mean that his early youth was accompanied by many sins of pride and lust, but when he saw himself as he really was, he turned back to God, gained forgiveness and began a life of heroic virtue. His sins made him humbly throw himself at the mercy of God; and there he found his strength.

    The same thing happens to us. By acknowledging our weakness we can grow in holiness by trusting in God and not our own strength. St. Paul could say, in this respect. “when I am weak, then I am strong” 92 Cor. 12, 10). And again “we know that in everything god works for good with those who love him’ (Rom. 8, 28).

    To have a guilt complex is a sign of psychological disorder; to have a sense of sin and confidence in God’s grace is a sign of a healthy Christian life. What we must never forget is the God’s grace is greater than our sin.

Confession ---- Sacrament of Reconciliation

The same Jesus who for gave the paralysed man and the penitent Mary Magdalen still  forgives sin today, not personally or through his human body, but through his Church. The risen Christ appeared to the apostles after his resurrection and passed on to them the power to forgive sins in his name. Confession is, therefore, a meeting place with Christ. It is God’s easter gift to the sinner.

    There are many ways by which we gain forgiveness for daily faults in the Catholic Church. In the Our Father we ask that God will forgive our trespasses; the hearing of God’s word has power to forgive sins; and participation in Holy Communion has long been regarded as the ordinary sacrament of forgiveness for venial sins.

    But after Baptism, Confession is the great sign of God’s forgiveness. It is a sign of God’s presence among us, and should really be called the Sacrament (Sign) of Reconciliation with God. Christ has given his
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Church the power of forgiving sins, especially serious sins, in this sacrament because serious sin is a break with the Church and with God. When we are reconciled with the Church we are then free to go to the Eucharist with the other members of the Church.

Why Confess to a Priest?

If sin is an offence against God, is it not sufficient to express your sorrow privately to God? Why confess to a priest when you can go directly to God?

    These are fundamental questions that demand an honest answer.

    It is easy for us to say how we ought to have our sins forgiven; but we ought as rather ---- “what is God’s will in this matter?” By turning to the gospels (Luck 5, 18-24) we find God’s forgiveness bestowed through Jesus Christ, acting as the Son of Man.

“And behold, men were bringing on a bed a man who was paralysed, and they sought to bring him in and lay him before Jesus: but finding no way to bring him in , because of the crowd, they went up on the roof and let him down with his through the tiles into the midst before Jesus. And when he saw their faith he said: ‘Man, your sins are forgiven you’. And the scribes and Pharisees began to question, saying, ‘Who is this that speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God only?’ When Jesus perceived their questionings, he answered them, ‘Why do you question in your hearts? Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven you’ or to say, ‘Rise and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins – he said to the man who was paralysed – ‘I say to you, rise, take up your bed and go home’, And immediately he rose before them.”

    The Jews said: “Who can forgive sins, but God only?” It is the same objection raised to day when the Church claims to forgive sins in the sacrament of penance.

    There is a valid point in the objection. After all, as we have mentioned, sin is an offence against God and only he can forgive it; serious sin means the loss of divine life, and only God can restore it. there are occasions when a person cannot make their
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 concession, but can still gain forgiveness.

    But the objection ignores a basic element of Christianity ….i.e. that God has entrusted men with a ministry of forgiveness. When Christ forgave the paralytic, he acted as the Son of man, sent by God. In his manhood, Christ gave absolution and forgiveness; the sign that he could do so was the curing of the paralytic.

    Jesus Christ passed on this ministry of forgiveness to others, his apostles and their successors;

“Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I send you”. And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they retained.” (John 20, 21-23).

    So when a priest forgives sin today, there is divine forgiveness given through a human minister. The priest does not merely preach forgiveness, he grants it in the name of God. The ministry of absolution is part of the mission of the Church, as it was part of the apostle’s mission.

    “Our merciful God wills us to confess in this world that we may not be confounded in the other. Let no man say to himself: ‘I do penance to Go in private; I do it before God!’ Is it then in vain that Christ has said ‘whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven? Is it in vain that the keys have been given to the Church? Do we make void the gospel, void the words of Christ?” (St. Augustine).

    In God’s plan, then, forgiveness is generally to be given through God’s visible representatives and ministers of reconciliation.

True Sorrow

Sorrow cannot be true unless there is a firm purpose of amendment, that is, a determination not to commit sin again and to avoid, as far as possible, situations, persons and places which have been the occasions of sin. If a man confesses, even with tears in his eyes, hatred of his fellow man and yet is determined to have his revenge on him, he is not forgiven. If he confesses adultery and intends to commit that sin again, he is not forgiven. Moreover he has made a bad confession and added serious sin to serious sin.
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    That does not mean that the sinner must be absolutely certain that he will never commit sin again. He may have grave misgivings about his power to resist temptation and know that he is likely to fall again. God demands of him only true sorrow and a determination to do his best in the future, with God’s help. No matter how often he falls, he should return to God for forgiveness. St. Peter once asked Jesus: “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” Jesus replied: “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven” --- that is, as often as he sins and repents (Matt. 18, 21-22). What Christ told St. Peter to do, he does himself for those who have offended him.

The motives for sorrow

True sorrow does not necessarily involve being emotionally upset.  Sorrow is a thing of the intellect and the will. It means to admit guilt and resolve to do better. The sinner might feel sluggish and not inclined to sorrow. He should encourage repentance by thinking of the goodness of God and the suffering and death of Jesus Christ on behalf of sinners. Fear of punishment in the life to come is not the best of motives, but it is a good one. The three motives for sorrow are summed up in the Act of Contrition which is printed at the end of this lesson.

Satisfaction

The stain of sin is washed away in the sacrament of Penance and the life of Christ is fully restored. But the sinner must continue to make amends for his sins. The remnants and effects of sin still remain after it has been forgiven and the penitent must strive gradually to remove them by prayer, good works and acts of penance. For this purpose, the priest in confession instructs him to say certain prayers or do certain religious acts. This is called the “penance’. It must be done in a spirit of obedience and is an important part of the sacrament. Prayers and other good deeds should be added to it and the burdens and sufferings of everyday life offered up to God in reparation for sin, in union with the sufferings of Jesus Christ.

170

The Seal of Confession

The priest cannot reveal what he has learnt in confession, or even hint at it, even to save his own life. It would be a serious sin for him to do so. In the early days of the Church it was the custom to confess sins publicly but now confession is private. In each parish church there are confessional rooms. These are furnished in such a way as to allow the penitent the choice of face to face discussion with the priest or to remain anonymous behind a screen.

    Some people like to confess regularly to the same priest and to seek personal guidance from him.

    Devout Catholics confess frequently, some once a month others more frequently, and all are urged to do so regularly.

The First Confession

The first confession might appear to be a difficulty. The following comments are made primarily to help anyone who may be thinking about becoming a Catholic and yet is a little concerned about confession. It is quite understandable that you consider confession difficult, because probably it is the first time in your life that you have laid bare your soul to another person. After the confession, however, you will realize that you have imagined that this sacrament is more difficult than it actually is, land that your sense of relief is great. The simple rule to follow is: be guided by the priest who instructed you.

    When you are selecting your first confessor you have a choice. You may either confess to the priest who instructed you, or you may choose a priest who would not know you at all. This is purely a matter of your personal preference. Some find it easier to go to a priest they know, others to one they do not know.

    When you are making your first confession, if you feel it an ordeal, you may commence with this, “Father, I am a convert. I am making my first confession. Will you help me?” The priest with real sympathy for you, and appreciation of you good-will, will ask a series of questions that will cover all the sins that you might have committed; usually all you have to do is answer a direct “Yes, Father,” or “No, Father,’ to his questions.
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    Such a confession would be quite adequate. A more usual method is to give your own statement of personal sins, indicating the type of sins and the approximate number of times each was committed. 

    Any prayer book which has a section on examination of conscience is helpful in preparing for confession. There are suggestions for examination of conscience in a later lesson of this course. (Lesson 19).

The Anointing of the Sick

Sickness and pain have always been a heavy burden for people, and somewhat difficult to explain. Christians like other people are prone to such trials but their faith does help them to understand to some extent this mystery of suffering and to bear pain more courageously. They also know that Christ loved the sick and often during his life healed them. Sickness, while it is related to man’s fallen nature, cannot be considered as a punishment for personal sins (See John 9:3). Christ Himself was sinless and yet he bore all the sufferings of his passion and understood human sorrow.

    The Liturgical Celebration of anointing the sick has now happily been renewed and its former necessary association with dying has been modified. The texts and rites now express more clearly the holy things they signify (Vat. Doc. On Liturgy).Anointing of the sick is a Sacrament of Faith --- faith in the minister of the sacrament and faith for the one who receives it. The kernel of the Sacramental celebration consists of the Priest’s Prayer and the Anointing. The formula used, in keeping with the promise made by Christ through St. James in his Apostolic letter, stresses not only prayers for a sick person’s forgiveness but also for his “raising up” and salvation. This is clearly seen in the current form:

“Though this holy anointing may the Lord in his love and mercy help you with the Grace of the Holy Spirit. Amen. May the Lord who frees you from sin, save you and raise you up. Amen.”

    Thus is expressed the care of Christ and the Church for sick people. Christ is working again through the Sacrament with his sympathy and healing, as he did when He was on earth.
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Sickness and sin go together. This does not mean that a man’s personal sins are always punished by sickness, or that those who are sick are more sinful than others. Yet ill-health was introduced into the world by sin and is part of the sinful condition of fallen man. It not only weakens God’s gift of natural life, but also makes it more difficult for a man to live the supernatural life and hinders him in his attempt to lift himself above the things of the world. It can nevertheless be turned to good account. If borne with fortitude it strengthens the human spirit and if it is meekly accepted and offered up in union with the sufferings of Christ, it makes the Christian more like his Master, gives him a fuller share of his life and helps to make amends for sin.

    Christ came to eliminate suffering. He came to give fullness of life, both natural and supernatural. It is true that his main purpose was to give supernatural life, but he intends man to enjoy fullness of natural life also. When he was on earth he cured the sick and sent his Apostles out to do the same in his name. When men come to enjoy the full fruits of Redemption in the world to come, there will be no more sickness or death. “Death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away’ (Rev. 21,4).

    Christ still continues his ministry to the sick. He does it now chiefly through the sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick. This sacrament helps those who are seriously ill to bear their sickness and gives a new injection of his life so that they may lift up mind and heart to God in spite of pain and weakness.

The Sacrament in Sacred Scripture

The fifth chapter of St. James’ letter describes the sacrament:

“Is any among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the Church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord; and the prayer of faith will save the sick man, and the Lord will raise him up; and if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven” (James 5, 14-15).

    Here is implied the whole teaching of the Church about this sacrament. It was instituted by Jesus
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Christ for the benefit of those, not necessarily dying, but at least in some danger of death through sickness. It is administered by a priest who, in the name of Christ, prays over the sick person and anoints with oil the forehead and the hands. Until recently the five senses were anointed. He prays that the sins of the sick person will be forgiven and that, if such be the will of God, his bodily health will be restored.

    This sacrament, like the other six, gives an extra injection of Christ’s life to enable the patient to face the danger of serious illness and make a special effort to pray and love God at a time when ill-health renders him weak.

Holy Oil

As in the other sacraments, the sign used indicates the effects. Oil gives strength. The athlete anoints his limbs with it to strengthen them for his “agony,” or contest. In this sacrament the soul is anointed by the Spirit to enable it to face up bravely to illness and, perhaps, the last agony. Oil also has a healing effect. The sacrament is intended primarily to soothe and heal the spirit, but frequently the spiritual effects flow over into the body. The strength given enables the man to throw off depression, worry and lethargy and, as a result, the body becomes relaxed and better able to respond to medical attention. Priests of long experience will testify that some physical improvement is to be expected after the anointing of the sick, and full recovery is not infrequent. Nevertheless, the sacrament is not faith-healing. Its primary purpose is not to restore physical health but to give a new share of supernatural life.

    On the Thursday before Easter the bishop consecrates the oil to be used in the anointing of the sick, and the prayer he uses on that occasion indicates the purpose of the sacrament:

“O God, please send down from heaven the Holy Spirit into this rich oil, which you so kindly produce from the green wood for the restoring of mind and body. Through thy blessing, may all who are anointed with this heavenly medicine be protected in mind and body. May all pain of mind and body, all weakness and sickness, be removed.”
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    When a member of the family is seriously ill, Catholics are as anxious to send for the priest as for the doctor. They know that they should not leave it to the last moment to ask for the anointing to be administered. It is best done when the patient is conscious, able to co-operate with the priest as he prays and administers the sacrament, and with Christ who gives strength through it. 


                   +               +                +

When St. Matthew, the tax-collector, received the call to follow his Master, he invited many of his friends to a farewell party and Jesus was the chief guest. The Pharisees were shocked and said to his disciples: “Why does he eat with tax-collectors and sinners?” When Jesus heard of this, he said: “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick” (Matt. 9, 11-12).

    Sin is the sickness of the human spirit. It distresses it and makes it restless, weakens and even quenches supernatural life. Christ removes sin and gives new vigour in the sacrament of Penance. In the sacrament of Anointing of the Sick he soothes with the sweet balm of the Holy Spirit, giving comfort and strength at a time when it is badly needed.

    He said: “I came that they may have life and have it abundantly” (John 10, 10). He longs to give it to all men and extends to all the tender invitation:

“Come to me, all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11, 28).

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What, in your own opinion, are some of the reasons why people sin?

2. Which incident from the life story of Christ do you consider shows his love of the sinner most clearly?
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3. Give some example to show that some sins are more serious than others. What are the three aspects of a mortal sin?

4. What is the reason for confessing to a priest, since sin is an offence against God? Why not just confess to God?

5. What do you consider to be the most important aspects of genuine sorrow for sins?

6. What are the chief effects of the Sacrament of Anointing the Sick?

                +               +                 +

Act of Contrition

My God, 

I am sorry for my sins with all my heart.

In choosing to do wrong

and failing to do good,

I have sinned against you

whom I should love above all things.

I firmly intend, with your help,

to do penance,

to sin no more,

and to avoid whatever leads me to sin.

Our Saviour Jesus Christ

suffered and died for us.

In his name, my God, have mercy.
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13

Christian Ministry and Service

“By sacred ordination and by the mission they receive from their bishops, priests are promoted to the service of Christ, the Teacher, the Priest, and the King. They share in his ministry of unceasingly building up the Church on earth into the People of God, the Body of Christ, and the temple of the Holy Spirit”.

  (Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests, Preface).

    Christ’s work of calling and training and sending of The Twelve into the world was a very important aspect of the establishing of his Church. With Peter as their leader, he made them the nucleus around which the Christian community would grow. During his years of public teaching, and again after his resurrection he gave them some very special powers to act on his behalf, and to do things which no one could do without a special commission and authorization from Christ himself.

    Chief among the special duties given to The Twelve were those of doing what he himself had done in the celebration of the Eucharist, forgiving the sins of others on his behalf, and the preaching of his message of salvation. He thus conferred a very special kind of Christian ministry on these chosen men.

    By telling them to continue to carry out these divine functions until the end of time his commission implied that they in their turn should select and appoint others to share that special Christian ministry with them as the numbers in the believing Christian community increased and as they themselves grew old and died. The twelve Apostles did that. The imposing of hands and prayer by which they passed on this divine power to others is what we call today the sacrament of Ordination, or Holy Orders.
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Holy Orders is a sacrament by which Jesus Christ gives to chosen men the power and grace to be the spiritual leaders of his Church and to perform its sacred duties. Through it he gives them a special share in his priesthood. The Apostles were the first to be given these powers by Jesus; they were the first bishops of his Church. Before they died they passed the fullness of their priestly powers on to others to succeed them as bishops and so keep the gospel whole and for ever alive within the Church.

    Down through the centuries bishops have handed on a limited part of their duties and power to those whom they have ordained deacons and a further and greater part to those whom they have ordained as priests. Priests share with their bishops in a very special way in continuing the work of the Apostles, because through their ordination they receive the power to offer the sacrifice of the Mass, to administer the sacraments of Christ, to preach the Christian message of salvation, and to be a spiritual guide and leader to the Christian community.

                   +               +               +

The Ordination of a Priest

The candidates for ordination lie prostrate before the altar as a litany is sung asking the Saints in heaven to pray fro those to be ordained. The bishop stands alone and prays that God would pour out the blessing of the Holy Spirit and the strength given to the priesthood upon those to be ordained. One by one the candidate go to the bishop and kneel before him. He lays his hands on the head of each. The bishop then intones the prayer of consecration. After this prayer, the assisting priests arrange the vestments on the newly ordained priest. The bishop then anoints with holy oil the palms of each new priest who kneels before him. He says, “The Father anointed Jesus Christ as Lord through the power of the Holy Spirit. May Jesus keep you worthy of offering Sacrifice to God and sanctifying the Christian Assembly.” Meanwhile the deacon prepares the unleavened bread on the plate; he also prepares the chalice containing wine and a few drops of water. He brings the chalice and the plate to the bishop who presents 
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them to each of the new priests as he kneels before the bishop. The bishop says an appropriate prayer.

    Then they offer the sacrifice of the Mass with the bishop reciting the prayers which include the words of consecration “This is my body”, and “This is the chalice of my blood”.

A different man

Each goes out from the church a different kind of man, no longer a layman or merely a cleric, but a priest. He will remain a priest forever, even if he should resign from active priestly ministry. The Holy Spirit has stamped him with the mark which will never be effaced. It sets him apart from other men and is a guarantee that he will always have the power to perform the office of a priest.

Christ the Priest

Before the coming of Jesus Christ, many priests offered many kinds of sacrifices to God in the name of the people. But now there is only one great High Priest, who offered once and for all the sacrifice of himself. He offered it under the appearance of bread and wine at the Last Supper and with the shedding of his blood on the Cross. He rose from the dead and ascended into heaven and there continues to offer his sacrifice to the Father. But before he died he gave to his Church a way of joining in the sacrifice. He gave to the Apostles, and the men whom they ordained, the power to offer it with him to the Father on behalf of the people. The whole Church offers this sacrifice along with Christ, but he calls special men to share in his priesthood in a fuller way than the ordinary Christian.

The Inner Calling

No one can become a priest unless he has received a call or vocation from God. First there comes a call in the secrecy of the heart. Many a boy or youth, as he serves Mass morning after morning, feels a growing yearning to hold the body and blood of Christ in his hands and offer him to God. Many, as they listen to sermons or study the Faith at school, long to share in the work of spreading the truth. Many feel a desire to bring life and comfort to others through the
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sacraments of the Church, good works and words of counsel. Many develop a taste for prayer and desire to join in the official prayer of the Church and preside at public worship.

    These are the four great works of the priest --- to offer the sacrifice of the Mass,, to preach the word of God, to forgive sins and administer the sacraments, and to preside in official worship. One of these in particular, and all in general, appeal to the young men who feel the inner call to the priesthood. But there must also be a desire to serve rather than to enter upon a useful and agreeable career. To feel an attraction to these four works of the priest is not a guarantee that one has a true vocation to the priesthood. ”One does not take the honour upon himself but he is called by God” (Hebr. 5, 4). God gives the true call through the official voice of his Church in the person of the bishop. The bishop gives that call only to those who have been tested in a long course of training and have shown that they have the necessary qualities of mind and body. 

    Normally they remain at ordinary schools until they complete their secondary education. Then they enter a special training college called a seminary for about seven years before being ordained priests. All must study Sacred Scripture, Theology, Philosophy, the Law of the Church, Church History and other subjects. But above all they must be trained in the art of prayer and self-discipline.

    Some decide it is their vocation to serve God as laymen, and leave the training college of their own accord. Others are invited by their superiors to leave, because it is judged that they have not the necessary qualities. None is forced to remain. Canon 971 of the Church’s Code of Canon Law says: “It is a crime to force anyone, in any way, for any reason, into the clerical state.”

The Bishop

A bishop is a chief priest. Each priest must be called by a bishop and each priest exercises his ministry of preaching, saying Mass and administering the sacraments as the assistant of the bishop and under his authority. The Bishop is the centre of unity of the Church in his area, or diocese and all members of the 
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Church must reverence and obey him. He must watch over the teachings of Christ and guard the morals of his people. An individual bishop may err in his teaching, but the whole body of the bishops, with the Pope at their head, are so guided by the Holy Spirit that they teach Christ’s Word without error.

    The chief difference between a bishop and an ordinary priest is that the former conveys the priesthood to others while the latter does not. Also the bishop is the normal minister of the sacrament of Confirmation and as a successor of the Apostles has authority to govern the Church in his diocese.

Deacons

The sixth chapter of the Acts of the Apostles tells us how the Apostles chose seven deacons to assist them in preaching the Gospel and administering the temporal affairs of the early Christian community. Some of them became great saints of the Church. St. Stephen, the first martyr in the Church was a deacon. St. Philip was also one of the original seven chosen by the Apostles. St. Francis of Assisi, one of the best known and most loved saints in the whole Christian world, was a deacon.

    Nowadays all candidates for the priesthood spend some time as deacons before they become priests. Some remain deacons all their lives, as did St. Francis and the others we have mentioned. The main duties of deacons are to administer the sacrament of Baptism, to assist at and bless marriages in the name of the Church, to have charge of the consecrated Host reserved in the tabernacle and distribute Holy Communion. They also read the Scriptures at Mass and preach to the people; they officiate at funerals and burial services, and share in the administration of the material affairs of the Church.

  They do not celebrate Mass or hear confessions.

The Priesthood of the Laity

All members of the Church share in Christ’s priesthood by virtue of their Baptism, through which they received the Spirit of Christ and became members of his Body. Only bishops and priests have power to consecrate the bread and wine at Mass, but all members of the Christ’s Body join in the offering of
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 the Mass. They share also in the general work of the Church. In their daily lives and, above all, in organized Christian action, they are God’s instruments in bringing his life and truth to men. Some may receive a special ministry, e.g. Acolyte or Lector.

The Celibacy of Priests

In most parts of the world, including Australia, priests do not marry. This custom has been followed for many centuries. In eastern Europe and some of the eastern Mediterranean countries, married men are ordained to the priesthood. Christ  did not make any law as to whether his priests should be married or unmarried, but since the fourth century it has been the custom in most parts of the world to accept candidates for the priesthood only if they choose voluntarily to remain unmarried.

    There is considerable controversy within the Church in modern times, as to whether this custom should be continued or not. A few exceptions have been made in recent years in the case of married men who were ministers of religion in other churches before they became Catholics. It is a matter for the Church authorities to decide how they will ultimately resolve this controversy because there is question only of a law made by the Church, not a law of God. 

    Those who feel we should have married priests put forward the view that it would be possible to recruit many more suitable candidates for the priesthood from those who do not feel called to live the Christian life as celibates. The Church needs more priests in many parts of the world today.

    On the other hand celibacy freely chosen in order to give oneself completely to God, is a very special form of dedication to Christ. In a document dealing with the priesthood the recent II Vatican Council says of celibate priests:

“Through virginity, or celibacy observed for the kingdom of heaven, priests are consecrated to Christ in a new and distinguished way. They more easily hold fast to him with an undivided heart. They more freely devote themselves in him and through him to the service of God and men. They more readily minister to his kingdom and to the
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 work of heavenly regeneration, and thus become more apt to exercise paternity in Christ, and do so to a greater extent”.

    Those who take this vow of celibacy do so for several motives. First, they wish to give all their love to God and make themselves holy. They seek to imitate Christ, who did not marry himself and was the son of a virgin mother. He approved of those who remained celibate “for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.” When asked if it were better for men not to marry, he replied: “there are eunuchs 9that is, celibates) who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. He who is able to receive this, let him receive it” (Matt. 19, 12).

   St. Paul, in the seventh chapter of his first  letter to the Corinthians, praises Christian marriage, but says that celibacy for the love of God is a higher state. The married man must put first the needs of his wife and family, whereas the man who does not marry is freer to dedicate himself to the service of God. “The unmarried man,” He says, “is anxious about the affairs of the Lord, how to please the Lord; but the married man is anxious about worldly affairs, how to please his wife, and his interests are divided” (1 Cor. 7, 32-340. The question of women being ordained to the Priesthood has been discussed but it would seem that there is no possibility of this in the foreseeable future.

Valid orders

Only those who have been properly ordained by a properly consecrated bishop have valid orders, that is, are true priests. The bishop who confers the Holy Order must be in line with the bishops going back in unbroken succession to the Apostles. He must intend to give the men he ordains power to offer the sacrifice of the body and blood of Christ, preach the Word, forgive sins and administer the other sacraments. He must confer the sacrament correctly, using words and actions which clearly indicate the Church’s intentions.

    Among the Christians separated from the Catholic Church are some who call themselves priests, but are not priests in the Catholic sense. Pope Leo XIII had the whole matter of Orders in the Anglican Church carefully examined, and it was with great regret that,
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 in 1896, he had to declare that those Orders do not confer the Catholic priesthood. The main reason for this decision was that those who devised the Anglican ordination service, in use since the sixteen century, made it quite clear that they did not intend to ordain men with power to offer the sacrifice of the Mass. Ministers of other denominations are in a similar position. Such ministers do great good for their people, in administering valid baptism, preaching Christ’s teaching and conducting dignified and devout public worship. But they are not and do not claim to be priests in the Catholic sense of the word.

The Priest a Father

Although priests do not marry, they are rightly called “Father” because they are the means by which Christ brings life to men. The priest lends Christ his lips, his hands and his heart in offering the sacrifice of the Mass, administering the sacraments and blessing the people. As  the natural father is God’s instrument in bringing supernatural life. St. Paul expressed this thought when he wrote to the Corinthians in 1 Cor. 4, 15, “I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” In 1 Tim. 1, 2, he calls Timothy “my true child in the faith.” Moreover, as the natural father guides and comforts his children, so the priest advises his people and teaches them the Word of God.

    Priests remain men and, as such, sinners. Most of them are a credit to the Church. Catholics do not reverence them merely because of their personal goodness, but because they are instruments in the hands of the all-holy Christ. Christ can use unworthy instruments to bring his life to men.

The Work of a Priest

The work of the Church in the modern world is so extensive that her priests are to be found working in many fields.

    Some priests are missionaries, carrying the gospel to other peoples and other lands, or doing missionary work in their own country.

    Some are teachers in Catholic schools, some are chaplains of Catholic students in universities, some are engaged in administrative and specialized work.
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Some are in religious orders and societies, living the life and doing the work which is special to the order or society to which they belong.

    Some are working in parishes, tending to the spiritual needs of the people entrusted to their care.

    All of them share in the priesthood of Jesus Christ. It is through them that he has willed to exercise his priesthood in the world and will continue to do so until the end of time.

Religious Societies

There are in the Church different ways of dedicating oneself to the service of God and humanity. In all ages men and women, called monks and nuns, have felt it to be their duty to join with others in living a common life so that they may serve together. These societies are called Religious Orders or Congregations.

    The members of such communities are dedicated first and foremost to the praise of God in the public worship of the Church and in striving for holiness in private prayer. This is the noblest and most important duty of man. But since man is made to work as well as to pray, they also do practical works which are a great benefit to mankind. In striving to be holy, they dedicate to God three of the strongest instincts and desires of man, for sexual pleasure, for money and possessions, and for independence and the esteem of men. If these desires are not controlled they breed the vices of lust, avarice and pride. Hence the members of Religious Orders take the vows of celibacy, poverty and obedience.

    They do not enter the community to escape from the troubles of the world and enjoy selfish retirement and leisure. They enter to perform the most difficult task of all, to strive to uplift their fallen nature and give all their love to God and their fellow-men. The monks of old divided their day into seven hours of prayer, seven hours of physical or mental work, seven hours of sleep and three for food and recreation.

    There are hundreds of Religious Congregations or Societies in the Catholic Church, both for men and women, serving the ignorant, the poor, the aged or the sick. Four of the better known may be taken as examples.                     185

ST. FRANCIS, born in 1181, was the son of a merchant of Assisi, Italy. He obeyed literally the command of the Gospel to sell all his goods and give to the poor and, dressing himself in a rough garment, set out to preach to the poor. A large community of men, called Franciscan Friars, grew up around him and Franciscans have been preaching and ministering to the poor ever since. There are Franciscan monasteries in all the Australian States.

ST. IGNATIUS OF LOYOLA, born about 1491, was a Spanish soldier of a lesser noble family. After being wounded in action he decided to become a soldier of Christ. He gathered about him a group of similar young men, all dedicated to the service of the poor and unfortunate, and in particular to Christian education. He founded the Society of Jesus, called the Jesuits, who now run universities, colleges and parishes throughout the world, and work in the foreign missions. The first community of Jesuits in Australia was started in Adelaide in 1848.

MARY AUGUSTINE AIKENHEAD, born in Ireland in 1787, felt an early attraction towards the service of the poor. She founded the Irish Sisters of Charity in Dublin in 1815. She modeled the Rule of the Sisters on that of the Jesuits. As well as taking the three vows of religion, the Sisters take a fourth vow to serve the poor. In 1838 they became the first women belonging to a Religious Congregation to work in Australia. Their original apostolate was to the poor and sick. Today, they have established homes for the ages, crippled, blind and widows. The Sisters also teach in primary and secondary schools and conduct orphanages, hostels and re-creational centers as well as maternity centers and the St. Vincent’s hospitals for which they are widely known throughout Australia.

MARY McKILLOP, born in Melbourne in 1842, founded an Australian community of nuns, popularly known as the Josephite Sisters, in Adelaide in 1866 for the religious education of children in the outback. Before her death in Sydney in 1909 about a thousand Josephite Sisters were teaching 12,000 children in 117 schools. In 1969 there were more than two

186

 thousand members of the community in Australia and New Zealand. In addition to many schools they have maternity hospitals, foundling homes, orphanages, homes for aged women and hostels for students and business girls throughout Australia. Preliminary investigations for the canonization of Mother Mary McKillop were begun in Rome in 1954. She may become the first Australian to be declared a canonized saint.

Martyr of Oceania

St. Peter Chanel is specially honoured in the Church in Australia as the first Christian martyr of Oceania. A little north of a line draw between Fiji and Samoa lies a group of Islands marked on the map as Horn Islands but better known by the native name FUTUNA. When Father Peter Chanel, a Marist priest, arrived there in 1837 to attempt to bring Christianity to the islanders, his first act was to kneel on the ground, consecrate the land to the Blessed Virgin Mary, and affix a medal bearing her image to a tree. For three years he spent himself amidst dreadful conditions trying to give these wretched people a knowledge of Christ. They were cannibals and warmongers. They were steeped in superstition especially about evil spirits.

    Father Chanel’s Apostolate was visible a failure but it was not wasted. Like St. John the Baptist he prepared the was for the coming of the Saviour; and like St. John he did not see the fruits of his labours. He was savagely murdered for his faith on April 28th, 1841. His murderers rejoiced: “The priest is dead and his religion is dead with him”. Yet two years after his death the whole island was Catholic. 

The Blood of Martyrs is the Seed of Christians

“The blood of Martyrs” --- that could not yet be said officially, for martyr in the Church means something clear and definite. But since 1954 the words can now be repeated with all their true force because in that year Pope Pius XII declared Peter Chanel a true martyr and placed him among the long line of recognized Saints of the Church.

    Today the Vicariate of Wallis and Futuna Islands has a civic population of 8,574. The Catholic
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 population is 8,574. Yes, the blood of martyrs is the seed of Christians and as so often has been repeated in the history of the Church, there was a triumph of seeming failure. After all it seemed Christ had failed when he was nailed to the Cross. His Glorious Resurrection proved the triumph of his seeming failure.

Contemplation

In every age of history some Catholics feel called to become members of religious groups of either men or women who dedicate themselves completely to God in contemplation and prayer. The Poor Clare Nuns at Campbelltown, N.S.W., the Cistercian Monks at Yarra Glen, Vic., and the Carmelite Nuns in each of the Australian capital cities are typical of such contemplative Religious Orders. They consecrate themselves totally to God in silence, contemplation, prayer and penance.

    Such totally dedicated lives are a powerful reminder to the world that God has made us for himself alone. All who come in contact with them are strengthened in their award-ness of the primary importance of spiritual values. The total consecration of their energies to God is a direct challenge to many who deny God or ignore him.

    Great emphasis on silent contemplation each day highlights the supreme value of recollection and attentiveness to God. Recollected silence provides a maximum of opportunities and a minimum of distractions in their search for complete union with their Creator. During evening recreation after each day of contemplation and prayer they share together the joy of God’s love and friendship.

    Though set apart from the daily lives of the majority of people the life of a contemplative monk or nun is still the most unselfish life of all. Given directly and wholly to God it is an immediate participation in the saving work of Christ who redeemed the world principally by prayer and the sacrifice of himself.

Secular Institutes

Some men and women dedicate their lives completely to God without becoming Priests or Nuns or Brothers. They offer themselves completely to God 
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through vows or promises to practise celibacy and poverty and to obey approved rules and regulations regarding regular prayer and meditation and works of charity. They strive to make daily participation in the Eucharist the centre of their lives. Some do not wear any special religious dress; they usually continue to live in their own homes; they share in a special way in the life of the Church by their regular Christian service of others.

Voluntary Service

There are many voluntary organizations and fellowships of Catholics dedicated to a variety of works of charity and service. The Society of St. Vincent de Paul is a typical example. Branches of this society exist in nearly every parish in Australia. The members live ordinary family lives but give some hours of their free time each week to the work of their society. At their weekly meeting they pray together and meditate on some aspect of the Christian life. Then they work to help the poor, the needy, the sick and the lonely. They collect money, clothing, furniture and household goods and distribute them to those who need them. They build night shelters for homeless people, visit those in prison, care for the families of prisoners, visit the sick in hospitals and in their homes.

    Catholics are encouraged to become members of some voluntary society of this kind. Through it they become more Christlike in their daily lives, and bring the love and compassion of Christ into the lives of others.

In the fourth and fifth chapters of the Letter to the Hebrews there is this summary of the Church’s teaching on the Catholic priesthood.

“Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathise with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sinning. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.
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For every high priest chosen from among men is appointed to act on behalf of men in relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. He can deal gently with the ignorant and wayward, since he himself is beset with weakness. Because of this he is bound to offer sacrifice for his own sins as well as for those of the people. And one does not take the honour upon himself, but he is called by God, just as Aaron was” (Hebr. 4, 14---5, 4).

                      +               +                +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What are the main functions in the Church which can be performed only by priests?

2. Give some reasons for the belief that Jesus intended that the Apostles should pass on their priesthood to others.

3. List some motives which might prompt a person to become a Priest or a Brother or a Nun.

4. What are some of the reasons why the Church selects its candidates for the priesthood from those who promise to remain unmarried?

5. Describe the work of some Religious Community of Nuns you have come in contact with.

6. What in your opinion is the most necessary form of Christian service of others today?
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Christian Marriage

The Catholic Marriage Ceremony provides a scenario of married life:

(1) A young couple, with the future unknown ahead of them, make an act of faith and trust in each other.

(2) They make this act of faith and trust in each other in the presence of God on whom they will rely to live it.

(3) They make it in the presence of the Church’s minister and their relatives and friends whose support and prayers will still be necessary long after the ceremony has concluded

    It is always difficult to venture into the unknown, no matter how well prepared. It is not sufficient merely to exchange vows and hope for the best. The mutual act of faith and trust will have to be renewed again and again. The assistance of God will have to be continually sought. The prayers and support of relatives and friends are a necessary factor in the enduring partnership of marriage.

    But, presumably, a lot has happened before a couple make that momentous approach to the altar. They have met, courted, gained an understanding of each other’s background, strengths, weaknesses, hopes and aspirations. They are now special to each other and begin to talk and think in terms of marriage. it is at this stage that a couple experience the most beautiful human gift --- love. They realize that they love each other. There can be no more exhilarating or profound experience than to be loved by a special person and to love that person in return.

    Love, based on  knowledge of each other, gives the impetus for the decision to marry.

    The decision to marry, then, is not to be prompted by a desire to escape an unhappy home, nor by a fear of being “left on the shelf”. Marriage is not a solution to a problem, nor is it a cure for some deficiency in character. A weakness that is present

191

before marriage will still be present after marriage. This is why love based on knowledge of each other is the only sure foundation for marriage. 

    And, again, this is why sexual intercourse before marriage has never had the approval of the Church. It is not because sexual intercourse is wrong. On the contrary, sexual intercourse is good and the most beautiful expression of love between husband and wife. But sexual intercourse before marriage can hasten a commitment for which the couple is not yet ready; it can restrict the relationship simply to the physical so that they know little more about each other than the shape of their bodies. If this happens, the full realization of what they are like comes only after marriage when often it is too late. Marriage is much more than a physical relationship. It is a partnership of minds, souls, hearts, as well as bodies.

    Only when it is a full partnership does sexual intercourse become the true and supreme expression and promoter of love --- a love based on knowledge of each other.

    Once the decision to marry has been made, the couple begin their more proximate preparation for marriage. Where to live, the organization of finances, the number and spacing of children, are all questions which need to be discussed thoroughly before marriage. To assist young couples in these and other aspects of necessary preparation, the Church conducts Marriage Preparation Courses which are strongly recommended and the details of which can be obtained from the priests at the local Church.

    It can be seen, then, that when the day of the wedding arrives a lot has already happened. The act of faith and trust that is made during the ceremony is, indeed, a leap into the unknown future; it is a risk; but it is a calculated risk founded on knowledge and supported by love.

    Only after a thorough preparation for marriage does the wedding ceremony itself take on a special significance. When two Catholics marry it is most appropriate that the marriage ceremony takes place within the Nuptial Mass. The Eucharist, which is the supreme expression of God’s love for the human family, is the most fitting context for a man and woman to make their supreme expression of love for 
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each other.

    The wedding ceremony itself is introduced by the readings from Sacred Scripture. The couple listen to God’s Word spoken to them on their special occasion. There are many readings from which to choose. They might listen, for instance, to the words of St. Paul about love which should have special significance for the couple at the altar:

“If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.

    And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.

    If I give away all I have, and if I deliver my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing.

    Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right.

    Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things endures all things. Love never ends.” (1 Cor. 13, 1 --- 8a).

    The priest explains the readings from Scripture more fully and then invites the couple to exchange the marriage vows in his presence and in the presence of the community attending.

    The couple join hands and both say separately: I (name) take you (name) to be my wife/husband. I promise to be true to you in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health. I will love you and honour you all the days of my life.”

    The priest, then, invokes God’s blessing on them: “May the Lord in his goodness strengthen your consent and fill you both with his blessings. What God has joined man must not divide.”

    So, the couple have made their act of faith and trust in each other. They have committed themselves to a life-long partnership. The vows have been exchanged. As a symbol of the exchange of vows the couple now exchange the wedding rings. The priest, firstly, blesses the rings (or one, if only the bride is to receive a ring):
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“May the Lord bless these rings which you give to each other as the sign of your love and fidelity.”

The bridegroom puts the ring on his bride’s finger saying:

“(Name), take this ring as a sign of my love and fidelity. In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit”.

    The bride places the ring on her husband’s finger saying the same words.

    The community of family and friends present is now invited to pray for the intentions and welfare of the newly married couple. They pray that their love may be patient and gentle ---. That their love may endure forever ---. That they may know how to pray together in joy and in sorrow ---. That they may be blessed in their daily work ---. That peace may dwell in their home ---.

    After each prayerful petition all who are present say, “Lord, hear our prayer.”

    And, finally, the priest invokes the blessing of God on this new husband and wife. The Nuptial Blessing can take a number of forms. This one example:

“Holy Father, creator of the universe,

 maker of man and woman in your own likeness,

 source of blessing for married life,

 we humbly pray to you for this woman

 who today is united with her husband in this

 sacrament of marriage.

 May your fullest blessing come upon her and her

 husband so that they may together rejoice in 

 your gift of married love and enrich your Church 

 with their children.

 Lord, may they both praise you when they are 

 happy, and turn to you in their sorrows.

 May they be glad that you help them in their

 work and know that you are with them in their

  need.

 May they pray to you in the community of the 

 Church, and be your witnesses in the world.

 May they reach old age in the company of their

 friends, and come at last to the kingdom of 

 heaven.

 We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.”
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The Meaning of Marriage

It was stated earlier that the Marriage Ceremony provided a scenario of married life. It speaks of love, permanent commitment, fidelity, openness to children and perseverance in good times and bad.

   It is these qualities which make marriage a unique and supreme human relationship. There is no other relationship, which requires so total a commitment of one person to another. In fact, marriage is more than a relationship, it is a union, a communion, between a husband and wife. Their life together is now different from their lives separately. Once married, everything they do is done with the other in mind. They do not lose their individual identity, but that identity is enriched by sharing and caring for the partner. Their union should be so complete that everything they do, big or small, is geared towards strengthening and deepening their union, their communion. There is no development unless both develop, no happiness unless both are happy, no real love unless it is mutual.

    And so their communion grows through their years together. The marriage union can never remain static. It must either grow stronger and deeper day by day, or deteriorate. Once deterioration has set in it is very difficult to arrest. The wedding day, then, happily introduces a couple into the life-long pleasure of increasing their love for each other.

The Sacredness of Marriage

If this is the ideal to be sought in marriage, it can be seen that marriage is different from other human relationships. There is something sacred about it. that it is possible for a couple to love each other in this way is a gift from God. In their unselfish acceptance of this gift a couple not only experience a communion with each other which they thought was beyond them, but they experience a communion with God who assists and blesses them in their efforts to strengthen and deepen their married life.

    For the baptized there is an even more profound dimension to this sacredness. For the baptized, marriage is a sacrament. A sacrament is a sign. This loving communion that exists between a husband and wife is the clearest sign and indication available of the
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 extent to which God loves the human family. As married love is a commitment to fidelity, to loyalty in good times and in bad and to permanence, so God’s love for the human family is all these things. But a sacrament is more than a sign. It is a pledge of special assistance from Christ. When a couple receive the sacrament of marriage their communion of life together receives a special consecration. Everything they do --- their work, their sacrifices, their good times and bad --- strengthens not only their own union but also their union with God. Married life becomes their way to holiness.

Family Planning

With the assistance of God, the communion between husband and wife as outlined above is possible. Not only is it possible, but it is true to say that anything less makes marriage a very difficult relationship to live.

    If then the ideal is possible and a couple are trying to live it another element arises for consideration. Married Christians in response to God’s call (cf. Genesis 1, 28: “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it”) should seek to make their love fruitful. A child is the expression and the result of the communion between a husband and wife. A child shares their love and steers it to an even more profound level. A child is living proof of the couple’s participation in God’s creative work.

    To completely nullify the possibility of children by contraceptive means is to destroy the ideal. It is to prevent love from achieving what, of its nature, it seeks to do, that is, to create, to be shared. The use of contraceptives to render procreation impossible is sinful even though recourse to contraceptives be had only on occasions, be it only once. Every marriage act must, of itself, remain open to the transmission of life.

    It would be wrong to overlook the difficulties that abound in raising children. Financial difficulties and personal problems must all be considered when a couple are deciding about children. When they are to have children, and the number they are to have, are questions which must be resolved by the couple themselves. The Church does not claim the right to 
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impose on the couple’s responsibility to their family. The Church, however, is concerned that damage can be done to a couple’s communion of married life by contraceptive prevention of children.

    It is important to state again what was said in the introduction. Marriage is not to be entered into lightly. It requires serious preparation. An integral part of that preparation must surely be an agreement by the couple on the size and spacing of their family. The marriage preparation courses are designed to assist couples in the area of family planning and in the spacing of children.

Family Training

As the wedding day is only the beginning of married life, so the birth of a child is only the beginning of parenthood. When the child is brought to the Church for baptism the priest will remind the parents of their responsibility. He says: You have asked to have your child baptized. In doing so you are accepting the responsibility of training him (her) in the practice of the faith. It will be your duty to bring him (her) up to keep God’s commandments as Christ taught us, by loving God and our neighbour. Do you clearly understand what you are undertaking?”

    What the parents are undertaking, of course, is not an easy task. It is a task that involves many sacrifices by the parents. Their life style may well change because of the new family member. They will have less time to themselves, less money and less freedom to do as they choose. But while some things are sacrificed much more is gained as they explore new regions of this family communion.

    A child learns so much from his parents, not just in terms of knowledge, but he learns how to relate, how to love, he learns his faith.

    Because of this responsibility of the parents, the blessings they receive when their child is baptized takes on real significance.

    The blessing for the mother: “God the Father, through His Son, the Virgin Mary’s child, has brought joy to all Christian mothers, as they see the hope of eternal life shine on their children. May he bless the mother of this child. She now thanks God for the gift of her child. May she be one with him (her) in
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thanking him forever in heaven, in Christ Jesus, Our Lord”. 

    The blessing for the father: “God is the giver of all life, human and divine. May he bless the father of this child. He and his wife will be first teachers of their child in the ways of faith. May they be also the best of teachers, bearing witness to the faith by what they say and do, in Christ Jesus Our Lord.”

Mixed Marriages

A couple brings to marriage two very different and unique personal histories. Each of them brings to marriage what he or she has inherited from family, and gained from educational background, social environment, and personal expectations and ambitions. There must necessarily be differences, sometimes radical differences, between a man and a woman who wish to marry. It is good that there are differences: without them life together would be dull. But they must be able to cope with each other’s differences. If they cannot cope, the differences will erode, not consolidate, their life together. The differences must be known and realistically faced.

    One such difference is, often enough, religion. The arties to the marriage are quite frequently from different religious traditions, or one party is a believing Christian and the other of no specific religious tradition or inclination. It is not sufficient to pass over this difference as insignificant. It must be considered and resolved prior to entering marriage. The Church offers a service to a man or woman who is not a Catholic who intends to marry a catholic. The service is a series of instructions from a priest on various aspects of the catholic faith which might cause misunderstanding between the couple if left unexplained. The priest will mention the usual religious practices of Catholics which will become apparent during their life together.

    It will also be explained that there is an obligation arising from the faith of a Catholic to do all in his or her power to have the children of the marriage baptized and brought up in the religion of the Catholic.

    A difference in religion is a serious difference between a couple intending to marry. It is important
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that each of the partners come to terms with the difference and can live happily with it before marriage is embarked upon.

    Religious differences, of course, are not insurmountable problems. Sometimes the non-Catholic party feels that it is appropriate and opportune to embrace the faith of the Catholic party and become a Catholic. But this does not always happen, nor should there be strong pressure from members of the family for it to happen. The Church, which clearly believes in religious freedom, believes in it for all.

    In special circumstances, the Bishop may give permission to a couple to be married in a place other than a Catholic Church. When the marriage takes place in a Catholic Church, the minister of the non-Catholic party may be present to participate in the ceremony. Should the couple desire it, land provided the non-Catholic is a baptized Christian, the couple may be married during a Nuptial Mass, if permission is granted by the Bishop.

    The Church is sensitive to the beliefs and feelings of the person who is not a Catholic who wishes to marry a Catholic. But different religious traditions present real differences and the sensitivity must be two-way if problems are to be avoided during marriage.

Marriage Breakdown

Having considered the ideals of Christian marriage it seems inappropriate to mention marriage breakdown. However, the fact that marriages do break down cannot be ignored. When this happens it means that for some reason or other a couple have let their relationship slip and fail to the point where a divorce is sought.

    According to the provisions of civil law, a divorce may be obtained, and the civil obligations and rights arising from the marriage are no longer existing. The civil law goes so far as to acknowledge that the parties are free to enter another marriage with all the civil rights and obligations which are consequent to a true and valid marriage.

    The Catholic Church does not acknowledge another marriage after divorce, during the lifetime of
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 the former spouse.

    For, as was stated above, the Church considers marriage to be forever, unable to be dissolved by human authority: “What god has joined, men must not divide”. So there is a problem for anyone (not just a Catholic) who has been previously married and wishes to remarry in the Catholic Church.

    The first marriage remains valid in the eyes of the Church unless it can be shown that it was never, in fact, a marriage. In other words, the first marriage must be declared null and void. The Church maintains Tribunals to examine the circumstances of a previous marriage, and to make a judgment on their validity or invalidity. If a previous marriage is found to have been invalid, the person is free to marry in the Church.

    Marriage is no fairy tale existence. The couple are real people who have their moods, their differences of opinion. They go through various stages in their life when things are seen and appreciated in different ways. They have happy times and sad times, easy times and hard. But at all times they are seeking to grow together in their communion of married life. This at times is difficult. They need to trust each other, to be faithful to each other, to forgive each other and to pray together. St. Paul sums this up beautifully in a passage from his Letter to the Colossians:

“Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, and patience, forbearing one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful.

    Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, as you teach and admonish one another in all wisdom, and as you sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs with thankfulness in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” (1 Colossians 3, 12-17).
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    It may seem that the ideal of Christian marriage as set down in the preceding pages is beyond the grasp of most. With the help of God, it is not beyond the grasp of a couple sincerely and generously taking on marriage. It is a high ideal, but to start with anything less than the ideal is to be cheated of what is possible. Whatever requires effort is not thereby rendered impossible. On the contrary, the effort mutually expended in building a life-long communion of married life and love is rewarded with a happiness that can be had from no other source. St. John put it this way:

“Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who loves is born of God and knows God.

    He who does not love does not know God; for God is love.

    In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him.

    In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the expiation for our sins.

    Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.

   No man has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us and love is perfected in us.” (1 John, 4, 7-12).

                           +               +              +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSI

1. What things would you consider important in preparation for marriage?

2. All marriages are sacred.

Does a Christian marriage have a more sacred dimension? Why?

3. Family planning is the responsibility of parents. What should guide the Christian in this regard?

  4.   What steps can be taken to avoid the 

         breakdown of marriage due to religious 

        differences.
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   5.   What helps do married people have to reach

         the ideals of a Christian marriage?

REFLECTION

WHY MARRY?

Because I have found the person I sincerely love and 

cherish, the “someone special”, my “other half”, with whom I feel completely relaxed and happy, without whom I feel incomplete.

Because love is a lasting thing, and united we are

stronger than when alone, we wish to be united forever in a permanent union in which we can share everything ---- joys, sorrows, problems, hopes, responsibilities.

Because I want to give him all I can ---- my whole

being ---- and to receive from him all he has to give.

We hope to fulfil each other’s needs for love, support,

companionship,

to express our physical oneness by sexual intercourse,

to share the joy of giving new life,

to have a family and build a home together.

With each other to trust,

to confide in,

to fight with,

we hope to grow in union with one another and with God, towards a communion of our two lives.

This will enable me to grow in independence as a person, away from my parents.

It will give meaning and purposes to life.

We’ve got something to live for

                  Someone to die for.

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

With God’s help, we accept the challenge,

                           with love,

faith,

hope,

in each other

and in Him.
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MARRIAGE IS A BIG DEAL

    Would you become a teacher without serious thought?

    Would you travel abroad without finding out about the availability of accommodation, work and entry visas?

    Would you buy a car without comparing all the models and prices?

   Would you marry, without the sort of preparation that really matters?

CHECK OUT THESE QUESTIONS:

How can two people know they love each other?

What is Marriage?

What’s so special about Christian Marriage?

How different are men and women in Marriage?

How easy is it to express love?

How can two people keep on loving?

Can I handle sex in Marriage?

What will my partner expect of me?

Children! How, When?

Money! How can two people make ends meet?

    Courses, which raise these questions, are presented by local committees in cities and towns around Australia.

    These local committees arrange for doctors, marriage counselors, clergy, financiers, solicitors and married couples, who want to share their knowledge and experience with you, to be at the conferences. You also can share your ideals, your experiences, your talents with them and the other engaged couples who attend.

    Courses consist of in-put of ideas by the experts, films, group discussions and question time.

    Courses vary in length of time and in-put, but cover basically the same matter --- see the check-out questions above.
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    Reliable and recent literature is available for couples to continue their one-to-one communication. Experts are available for private consultations.

    Marriage builds up the Australian Community and the Christian Community because it starts off the family unit --- the husband and wife.

    Why not let the Australian and Catholic Community help you start your marriage.
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The Communion of Saints

Each year on the first two days of November, Catholics throughout the world celebrate the Communion of Saints. The first day of November we call the Feast of All Saints; the second day of November we call the Feast of All Souls.

    The community of the Church reaches beyond earthly boundaries to all who have died in the peace of Christ. By baptism we all become members of one Christian family that not even death can separate. The divine life which we receive as Christians unites us all in a real bond of love in Christ. That bond of Christian love extends beyond death into everlasting life.

    This is the Communion of Saints. We profess our belief in it each time we say the Apostle’s Creed.

       “I believe in ________ the Communion of Saints”

    It means that there is a living spiritual link between the members of the pilgrim Church here on earth and all who have died in God’s friendship, That link is maintained and strengthened through prayer.

                      +               +                 +

    Every community holds its heroes in great honour. The believing Christian community is no exception. From the earliest days it honoured the Apostles and Christian martyrs who had given supreme witness of faith both by their virtuous lives and by their heroic deaths. Soon the Church added others to that list of great ones, so that the whole community might meditate on their outstanding practice of Christian virtue and strive to imitate their good example.
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    The whole aim of our lives is to be Christlike. The saints help us by their example to do this. They spent their lives in close imitation of Christ. By trying to follow in their footsteps we too can achieve a deeper knowledge and love of Jesus.

Praying to the Saints

We must all pray direct to God. But the saints can help us to reach him. Any prayers or devotion to them strengthens our relationship with Christ. They are not God’s enemies; they are his friends. By praying to them, by asking them to pray for us and with us, we are honouring God through them.

    We could hardly say we honour God fully if we were to ignore those who served him so faithfully, and whom he loves so much.

Canonised Saints

St. Paul used the word Saint to refer to all the believing Christians, even those still living on earth. We usually reserve it for those who have left this world in God’s friendship and are now with him in heaven forever. It is most likely there are countless millions of these in heaven.

    The Pope and the bishops sometimes nominate a particular saint who lived an exceptionally holy life, and propose him or her for public honour and imitation. We call these canonized saints. They are people who lived the Christian virtues to a heroic degree. A feast day is kept in their honour each year either in that country or part of the world where they lived, or by Catholics everywhere. A new name may be added to that list at any time. Saints are sometimes nominated as patrons of some work or occupation or class of people in which they were particularly interested or involved during their life time.

    Catholics give their child the name of a saint at baptism so that the child can regard that particular saint as his or her patron saint.

Veneration of the Saints

The Catholic attitude to the saints has always aroused the interest of those who are not Catholics. One of the first things to strike them is the number of
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statues of the Blessed Virgin Mary and other saints which are often seen in church buildings, in homes and sometimes even in wayside shrines. They are struck also by the variety of medals and other representations of saints which they find among many of their Catholic friends. Sometimes they see in such things a sort of superstition, black magic or idolatry. Even when they not completely opposed to such customs they feel that they personally could never kneel down or pray before such images. It is important therefore to have a correct view of Catholic veneration of saints, and to be able to distinguish clearly between what is obligatory and what is optional, and between what is approved by the Church and what is disapproved.

Permissible to Venerate Saints

The Church has always taught that some degree of devotion to the saints is good and useful. There is no strict obligation regarding it apart from a reverence and respect for the saints in general, and some measure of devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary. It is possible to embrace the Catholic Faith without having any liking for the actual practices employed in the veneration of the saints, such as decorating their statures, exposing their relics, or saying particular prayers to them. One must however accept it as a point of teaching that it is permissible to venerate the saints and to ask them to pray for us.

Superstition to be Avoided

Poorly educated people easily fall into unsound practices which have nothing at all to do with genuine devotion to the saints. There is no doubt that this has sometimes happened over the centuries. Devotion to the saints, even today, is sometimes tainted with superstition. This happens when some representation of a saint, is credited with a certain power which the stature or medal itself could not possible possess. One sometimes finds such superstitions associated with medals or plaques of St. Christopher in motor cars. Any protection which the motorist may expect from the saint is to be attributed to the saint’s intercession on our behalf because of our prayerful devotion to him. It not to be attributed to the plaques
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 or medals as if they were just lucky charms.

    Taints of superstition also creep into devotion to the saints when people attach too much importance to particular attitudes, numbers, or rites, which have no particular value in themselves. We must never attribute a compelling influence to any devotional practice; the result to the prayer and intercession of the saint must be left to the wisdom and love of God.

    It is not always easy to distinguish between a case of superstition and a case of genuine filial confidence. We must therefore be extremely careful not to judge others nor to condemn their various forms of private devotion just because they do not appeal to us personally.

The Example of the Saints

It is a most praiseworthy practice to read accounts of the lives of the saints and to follow their example. By studying their lives we are unconsciously moved to imitate them. We are thus drawn closer to men and women who were truly great and good. By admiring their actions we learn to follow their example. For those who wish to make such s study there are books on the lives of the saints available in all religious book stores.

    It is true that for Christians, Christ himself is the first and greatest example. But who can better show us how to follow the example of Christ than a saint? We live in quite different times, under different circumstances. The saints are the Christian heroes. They are the words of the Gospel come to life. We see true Christian courage in the martyrs, faith in the great teachers, the humility for repentance in St. Augustine, the spirit of Christian service in St. Francis, the challenge of the social apostolate in St. Vincent de Paul, etc., etc.

“Lives of great men all remind us

                   We can make our lives sublime,

And, departing, leave behind us

                      Footprints on the sands of time.”

The Blessed Virgin Mary

Chief among all the saints is the Blessed Virgin Mary, Jesus Christ’s own mother. We honour her and pray
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to her more than all the other saints because of her unique place in the whole story of Christianity. The first chapter of the gospel according to St. Luke tells of how the angel Gabriel spoke to her and told her that God had chosen to become man and be born of her. This the scene.

    The angel says:

    “Hail, O favoured one, the Lord is with you!”

    She is amazed and afraid at the vision of the angel and his words. He reassures her:

 “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will call his name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob for ever; and of his kingdom there will be no end.”

     Mary asks how this is possible, since she is a virgin and, she implies, intends to remain one. The angel replies:

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God.”

    She is given a sign by which she will know that this message is from God. She will find that her aged cousin, Elizabeth, wife of Zechariah, is already six months pregnant. Mary says:

“Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1, 28-38).

    Mary is far more sacred than the Holy of Holies, where God dwelt in the Temple in Jerusalem, for she is to bear within her womb the Saviour himself, God-made-man.

The Visit of Elizabeth

Mary sets off immediately to visit her cousin Elizabeth, who is filled with the Holy Spirit at the sight of her and cries out:

“Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb! And why is this granted to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?”
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Mary, now that her secret is known, praises God in the beautiful poem called the Magnificat:

“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, for he has regarded the low estate of his handmaiden. For behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed; for he who is mighty has done great things for me” (Luke 1, 39-56).

Finding Christ with Mary

Mary’s forecast has come true. Millions of Christians in every generation have called her the Blessed  Virgin Mary.

    When Jesus was born in Bethlehem angels announced the good news to shepherds in the surrounding countryside. St. Luke tells us that they went to see Jesus and found him with Mary. It is significant that the first people to find the Incarnate God on earth found him with Mary.

    Again St. Matthew tells us that when the wise men from the East came to Bethlehem to find Christ and adore him they found him with Mary his mother. Mary’s unique role in the whole story of Christianity was to bring Christ to mankind. When the world recognizes her for what she is, it will recognize Christ also, for what he is. This helps us to understand why devotion to Mary is so important to Catholics.

The “Woman” in Genesis

The third chapter of the Book of Genesis tells how, after the sin of Adam and Eve, which caused the downfall of the human race, God told Satan, symbolized by a serpent, that he would be defeated through “The Woman” and her offspring:

“I will put enmity between you and the Woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise you head and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen. 3, 15).

    The Fathers, the great Christian writers of the first four centuries, saw in this a reference to Mary and her son. The “seed,” or offspring, of the woman will crush the head of the Serpent. The Serpent will wound him in his lowest part, his heel. Jesus, in his death and resurrection, crushed Satan, yet in the process he was wounded in his human nature. The 
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Father called Mary “The second Eve,” and Christ “The second Adam.” Death and sin came to man through Eve, life and salvation through Mary, whose son saved the world. “Death through Eve, life through Mary” became almost a proverb.

The “Woman” in St. John

St. John tells how on two important occasions, when Jesus worked his first miracle and when he hung dying on the cross, he addressed Mary with the solemn and respectful Hebrew title, “Woman.” No doubt St. John intends us to think of the Woman of Genesis.

    The first occasion was the wedding at Cana, where Jesus, Mary and the Apostles were guests. The wine ran out and Mary drew Jesus’ attention to it. He replied: “woman, what have you to do with me?” ---or, alternatively translated --- “Why do you trouble me with that? My hour has not yet come.” In St. John’s Gospel the “hour” of Jesus means the time of his death and resurrection. This remark implies that at Cana it was not Mary’s business to be Christ’s agent in helping men, but it would be when his “hour” had come, that is, after his death and resurrection. However, he worked the miracle at her unspoken request, and did not do it grudgingly. He changed water from six large jars into wine, and it was better wine than they had had before (John 2, 1-11).

    The second occasion was at the Crucifixion. St. John, the beloved disciple, stood next to Mary beneath the Cross:

“When Jesus saw his mother, and the disciple whom he loved standing near, he said to his mother, ‘Woman, behold your son!’ \then he said to the disciple, ‘Behold, your mother!’ And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home” (John 19, 26-27).

    Jesus wanted St. John to look after her when he was gone, particularly as she had no other children. But he meant more than that. Mary is the second “Woman” through whom life is to come to the world. She is the woman whose offspring crushes the Serpent’s head. St. John is the representative of all the Christians who are her children, since they belong to the Body of Christ, the Church.
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The Mother of God

Mary is the mother of Jesus Christ, God-made-man. That does not mean that she existed before the Creator of heaven and earth. She adored him as his humble servant. She said to the angel: “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord,” Yet the second Person of the Blessed Trinity, God the Son, became a member of the human race to give his life for men.

    A mother brings forth a person, not just a human body or a human nature. It was a person who lay in Mary’s womb, was suckled at her breast, lay in the manger, and was carried in her arms. Since that person was God-made-man, she is truly the Mother of God.

    All her gifts and privileges were given precisely because she was God’s mother. No other human being has ever been called upon to fulfil such an exalted office, and no other human being has been so honoured and blessed by God. hence she could humbly say: “Behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed”.

The Immaculate Conception

The Catholic Church teaches that Mary was preserved from the effects of Original Sin from the very first moment of her existence. This unique privilege is called the Immaculate Conception. This has been explained in lesson 4 in the section on Original sin. It means that the new life of sanctifying grace, which was lost by original sin and is restored to Christians through Baptism, was given direct to Mary from the first moment that she began to exist as a child in the womb of her mother.

The Virgin Mother

When the angel told Mary she was to become a mother she questioned it. “How can this be?” (Luke, 1, 34). An ordinary Jewish girl would have wished and even expected to have a child, particularly if she already had a husband as Mary had. St. Joseph was her husband. Yet she asked the question, ”How can this be?”  From this the Church has always believed and taught that, in agreement with Joseph, Mary had pledged her virginity to God, so that she might be able to dedicate herself fully to the Will of God.
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    The Church teaches also that Mary always remained a virgin. She had no child but Jesus. There are some references in the Gospels to “the brethren of the Lord”, but brethren among the Jews did not necessarily mean children of the same parents. It included cousins and relatives. Thus in the Old Testament Lot is called the brother of his uncle Abraham, and Jacob is called the brother of his uncle Laban.

Mary in Heaven

We believe that at the end of her life on earth Mary was taken up into heaven. The early Christians treasured the bodies and tombs of the Apostles and the martyrs, and built churches over them. Yet  no one ever claimed to have the body of Mary or to be able to point to the place of her burial, because of the belief of Christians that her body was taken up to heaven.

    Christians celebrated the feast of the “Going to Sleep of Mary” as far back as the fourth century. Later this feast was kept each year on 15th August and it was called the feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. In the ninth century it was such a big Christian feast day that King Alfred declared the 15th of August an annual public holiday. This is now the biggest annual feast of the Blessed Virgin Mary for Catholics everywhere. In the year 1950 Pope Pius XII made a precise and infallible definition of it when he declared that all Catholics are to believe that at the end of her life Mary was taken up into heaven and reigns there with her Son as Queen of the angels and saints.

    Mary shared in a unique way with her Son in the work of our Redemption. That is why we have always believed that as he rose from death and ascended into heaven so also she was lifted up both body and soul into heaven.

Mary our Mother

In the Book of the Apocalypse, we read of the vision of “the woman clothed in the sun and with the moon at her feet”. The woman is about to give birth to a child and a great dragon is waiting to devour it. Frustrated in the attempts to overcome the mother
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 and child, “the dragon went elsewhere to make war on the rest of her children, the men who keep God’s commandments and hold fast to the truth concerning Jesus”. (Apoc. 12).

    Christian tradition has seen in this “woman” a reference to Mary, the mother of Jesus, who is also the mother of his followers.

    Mary’s spiritual motherhood of men is one of the most ancient of Christian traditions; for Mary gave birth to Jesus not as a private person but as our saviour and head. Even within Mary’s virginal womb, Christ our saviour bore the exalted title of head of the Church. “The conception of Christ is the beginning of the Christian people and the birth of the Head is the birth of the Body”. (St. Leo the Great).  
    Through baptism, we have been united with Christ to share with him his life and glory: we have become brothers and sisters of Christ, adopted children of the same Father in heaven. And Mary is the spiritual mother of Christ’s brothers and sisters by grace just as surely as she is the physical mother of Christ.

    “Christ is not in the head nor in the body but the whole Christ is in both head and body together”. (St. Augustine). And Mary is the mother of the whole Christ. “She is the mother of the members of Christ … having co-operated by a positive act of love in the birth of the faithful in the Church, who are the members of that head”. (St. Augustine).

    Since Mary is our mother, she has all of a mother’s intense love and interest for us. We may go to her with confidence --- confiding to her our interests, laying before her our sorrows and difficulties, having recourse to her in all our needs and temptations.

    There are many people who regularly ask for our Lady’s assistance for the grace of a good confession, for spiritual advancement, for peace in the home, for conversion of sinners for financial assistance, for a Catholic partner in life, for better health, for daily needs both spiritual and temporal.

    But remember: Mary does not operate independently of God. Mary will only ask for what is God’s will for us. And her constant reply to us will be the one she gave to the servants at the marriage feast of Cana: “Do whatever he tells you”. (John 2, 5).
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                      +                +                  +

Catholics say to one another, “Pray for me,” because they know that all the members of the Body of Christ help one another. They ask the saints in heaven to pray for them, because these are close to God and their prayers are powerful. But there is no member of the Church closer and dearer to Christ than Mary. She is far superior to all the angels and saints. Hence the Church pays her unique honour, but always short of adoration which is due to God alone. After the Lord’s prayer and the Creed, there is no better prayer than the “Hail Mary.” It is said by millions at all times of the day, in all parts of the world. It is made up of the words of the angel Gabriel and of Elizabeth to Mary, to which is added the petition of the Church.

“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now, and at the hour of our death. Amen.”
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                     +                  +                  +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Show how prayers to the Saints can deepen our friendship with God.

2. “The bond of Christian love extends beyond death into everlasting life”. What, if anything, does this statement mean to you personally?

3. Give briefly the life story of some saint to whom you feel devoted.

4. Give some examples from the life story of Christ showing that he gave Mary a unique share in his work of Redemption.

5. Give your own reasons for the belief that Mary is the Mother of all Christians.

6. Why do we say it is appropriate that God would not allow Mary’s body to corrupt after death?
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The Love and Service of God

When God revealed himself to man over the centuries he did not do so merely to give us information about himself. He did it in order to set up a real living relationship between himself and us. It was his way of inviting us to be his friends. The way in which we respond to that invitation is reflected in the way we behave. In other words our behaviour is our response to God’s loving invitation.
    From the very beginning God invited man to a life of intimacy with him. In spite of man’s initial failure to respond to that invitation, (i.e. by original sin) God continued to pursue the relationship and to repeat the invitation down through the history of the people of Israel. Finally, he made that invitation still more explicit by sending his own Son, Jesus Christ, to us.

    The agreements, or covenants, which God made with his Chosen People at various times, e.g. with Noah, with Abraham, and with Moses, were successive stages of the establishing of that relationship. They all involved God’s giving of himself to man, and man’s loving response in the gift of himself and his behaviour to God. Their recurring theme in God’s words was: “I will be your God, and you will be my people”.

    But how exactly does God want us to respond to the invitation to love him? Until Jesus himself came into the world the Ten Commandments as given to Moses were the most specific expression of the response demanded of mankind by God. they were the gift of God’s love to man; the guidance that weak man needed; bonds of love uniting the Creator to his people.
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    When Jesus came he made it clear that he was not destroying the Ten Commandments, rather he was insisting that they be observed more fully and more perfectly.

    “Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish them but to fulfill them”. (Matt. 5, 17).

    The Commandments as given to Moses referred to external actions. Jesus showed that external actions alone were not enough, that it was not enough merely to avoid murder or adultery; people must check anger too, and quarrelling and fighting and hatred of others and bitter thoughts, and desires for unlawful sexual gratifications etc. As we study the Ten Commandments individually in this lesson and the next we will see this more clearly.

    All the Commandments except the third (in so far as it nominated a specific day for public worship) are an expression of the natural law, i.e. the law which follows naturally from the fact that we are intelligent human beings. Because of original sin the natural law is not always clear to man. God wished it to be quite clear to his people, so he gave them the Commandments. Jesus explained and taught the same basic law of behaviour more fully. He brought to completion the invitation --- response  relationship of love between God and man. He based his explanation not only on the Ten Commandments but also on what we call “the Great Commandment”.

The Great Commandment

St. Matthew in his twenty-second chapter tells how a young lawyer asked Jesus: “Teacher, which is the great commandment of the Law?” Jesus replied:

“You shall love the lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it, You shall love your neighbour as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets” (Matt. 22, 36-40).
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    The “law and the prophets” meant all the writings of the Old Testament. Jesus is saying that the whole of Religion is based on these two commandments. In this lesson we will consider the first, the love and service of God. In the next lesson we will consider the love and service of our neighbour.

    It is easy to say “I love,” but not easy to prove it. Love is proved by deeds. Deeds speak louder than words. Man demonstrates his love of God by adoring him in public worship, by honouring his name, and by honouring the Lord’s Day.

Adoration

The first and most important duty of man is to adore God. This means to affirm that he is the Supreme Spirit, who alone exists of himself, who is everywhere and all-powerful, who is all goodness, beauty and truth, who made all things, and upon whom all things depend for their existence. It does not mean merely to think this to oneself, but rather to profess it to God, saying to him, either in the mind or with the spoken word, “I adore you.’

    Adoration involves the exercise of the virtues of faith, hope and charity. Faith  is the virtue which enables a man to accept Jesus Christ, God-made-man, as Lord and Saviour, and believe all that he taught, just because it was he who taught it. Hope is the virtue which enables a man to put his trust in Christ and be confident that he will receive all the help necessary to live a good life and come finally to everlasting happiness in heaven. Charity is the virtue which enables a man to love God above all, land love his neighbour for God’s sake. These three virtues must go together. One without the others is of no avail. But the greatest of them is charity.

    The chief way of adoring God and exercising these three virtues is in the liturgy of the Church.

The Liturgy

The liturgy is the action in which the assembled people of God adore him together.
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    Man must adore in private, with unspoken and spoken words, namely, in prayer. But no man is made to live alone. He is a member of god’s people and must adore with the community. Also he is a body as well as a spirit, and must adore with his whole being. Therefore public actions done by the community of the people are necessary.

    Throughout all its history, before and after the coming of Christ, the people of God has assembled about priests to hear the Words, recite prayers, sing hymns and perform religious actions, but above all to offer sacrifice.

The Mass is the Centre of the Liturgy

The liturgy of the religion of Jesus Christ centres on the Mass the sacrifice of the body and blood of Jesus Christ. At the Last Supper he changed bread and wine into his body and blood in order to give his Church a way of joining in the offering of the sacrifice of his life to his Father. He told the apostles to do what he had done. The first Christians gathered about the apostles and the priests they had ordained to celebrate the Eucharist. Buildings called churches were built to shelter the assembled community.

    The one who takes the principal part in the liturgy is the priest who, dressed in the official sacred vestments of the Church, represents God and the people. But the people are not merely witnesses or spectators. They take part in the action and express their unity of purpose by praying, singing, standing, kneeling, sitting and even remaining silent together.

    The nobles action of which man is capable is to join with Christ and his people in offering the sacrifice of the Mass and be united to him and each other in Holy Communion. Throughout the centuries beautiful ceremonies have been devised by the Church to help the people express their adoration. The prayers and some of the readings from the Scriptures chosen for public reading on the Sundays and Holy Days of the year put before the people the events of Christ’s life, death and resurrection and help them to live those events in spirit and imitate their Master in their daily lives.                                   220

Liturgical Prayer

Prayer is the raising of the mind and heart to God. The Church urges her children to do this all the time. The Mass is the Church’s greatest official prayer. The Divine Office (also called The Prayer of the Church) is another very beautiful official prayer. It is a collection of psalms, hymns, prayers and Scripture readings arranged to be said at various times during the day, Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer, Night Prayer, etc. Priests say it every day. A growing number of lay people also make it their regular prayer book. It is particularly suitable for daily community prayer.

    All, whether monks, priests, nuns or layfolk, must practise private prayer. God is not a far-off, great and awesome power outside the universe. He is everywhere, in all places and things, and keeps them in being. “In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17, 28). The Holy Spirit dwells in every Christian. Christ said: “He dwells with you, and will be in you” (John 14, 17). St. Paul said: “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?” (1 Cor. 3,16).

    Man can talk in his heart to God, even without forming words. Prayer is not necessarily the reciting of set forms of words, but is the raising up of the mind and heart to God, in adoration, love, thanksgiving, petition and sorrow. A man can pray at all times, and all should pray frequently. St. Paul says: “Pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 Thess. 5, 17-18).

Mary and the Saints

Only the three Persons of the Blessed Trinity are to be adored. “To God alone the glory.” When Jesus was tempted by Satan, he drove him away, saying: “You shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve” (Matt. 4, 10). However, one of the ways of worshipping God is to honour the men and women whom he has particularly blessed, and who have grown holy in his service. These are the saints.
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    The greatest of the saints is the Blessed Virgin Mary, and the Church, imitating Jesus, pays special honour to her.

    There have been many men and women in all periods of history who have lived heroic lives in the service of Christ and his Church. The Church has “canonized” many of them, that is, declared them to be in heaven and worthy of honour and imitation. The Blessed Virgin Mary, the angels and the saints are honoured by the Church because they reflect the holiness of Christ. In honouring them the Church honours God. Since they are so holy and so near to God, their prayers are powerful. Hence the Church in her liturgy unceasingly says to them: “Pray for us.”

The Angels

The Church has always believed in the existence of Angels. They continually adore, praise and serve God. they sometimes act as messengers between God and man. They are a higher form of being than men, vastly superior to man both in intelligence and knowledge. They are pure spirits without material bodies, but sometimes God permits them to assume bodily form when they act as messengers to man. Our own unaided mind could not tell us anything about angels, but we know about them both from God’s revelations to man before the time of Christ, and from Christ’s own teachings.

    Here are some references to the angels from the New Testament: An angel announced the birth of John the Baptist, (Luke 1, 5-25). St. Joseph was told by an angel about the coming birth of Jesus (Matt. 1, 18-25). Already an angel --- Gabriel --- had requested Mary’s consent to be the Mother of God (Luke 1, 26-38). Many angels sang at the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem (Luke 2, 8-14).

    During his public life, Jesus referred to the angels a number of times. At the start of his public life he said to Nathanael, “Truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of man”. (John 1, 51). 

222

Once when speaking to a big crowd, he said: “But he who denies me before men will be denied before the angels of God” (Luke 12, 9). At another public address he said: “The Son of man will send his angels, and they will gather out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evil doers, and throw them into the furnace of fire; there men will weep and gnash their teeth” (Matt. 13, 41-42). Talking about the importance of repenting of sin he said: “there will be joy among the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15, 10).

   When the apostles were showing signs of ambition for power Jesus took a little child, set him in the middle of them and told them to become like him. Then he added: “See that you do not despise one of these little ones: for I tell you that in heaven their angels always behold the face of my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 18, 10). Man can look forward to seeing angels in bodily appearance at the end of the world. Talking about the final resurrection of all men from the dead Jesus said: “And he will send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds” (Matt. 24, 31).

    During his agony in the garden before his death Jesus was comforted by an angel: “And there appeared to him an angel from heaven, strengthening him” (Luke 22, 43). When Peter drew his sword to defend Jesus in the same garden, Jesus said: “Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than twelve legions of angels?” (Matt. 26, 53).

    All four evangelists tell us that the Resurrection of Jesus an angel came down from heaven and rolled back the stone which enclosed the tomb. Matthew, Mark and Luke give the additional information that an angel actually announced the Resurrection to the holy women who came to the tomb intending to anoint the body with sweet spices. When Jesus ascended into heaven forty days later two angels in white stood by the disciples and said: “Why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1, 11)
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    In our modern world of space exploration, when so many people show such curiosity as to whether there might be life on other planets, it seems a pity that we do not think more often about the angels. In them we have legions of powerful, intelligent, friendly beings who know and love the same God we try to know and to love. They are the most excellent beings in God’s creation. We can in all confidence ask them to pray for us, just as we ask the prayers of our good friends here on earth. We are destined to share the same eternity with them in heaven.

    These mysterious beings are fully involved in the history of our salvation in Christ. Everything that is said about them proclaims the happy truth of God’s love and concern for us. This is indicated even by a few names of angels that have been revealed to us. “Gabriel” means God’s strength; “Raphael” means God’s healing; “Michael” means Who is with God. All of this gives us a glimpse of the connection between the various degrees of creation.

    In our public worship at Mass we say to our Father in heaven:

 “With all the choirs of angels in heaven

We proclaim your glory

And join in their unending hymn of praise:

Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might,

Heaven and earth are full of your glory”.

Statues

Moses sternly forbade the Israelites to make images of birds, animals and fishes, in order to adore them as gods. “You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall not bow down to them or serve them” (Ex. 20, 4-5). The operative words here are the last. It is idolatry to bow down and serve idols as if they were gods.

    Catholics venerate images of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the saints, but they do not adore them as gods. Sometimes they pray before them or carry
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 them in processions. The images remind them of the person they represent and so help them to reverence and honour those persons for their holiness Catholics know that all holiness comes from God. In honouring the saints they honour him.

    It is an instinct in man to cherish photographs and images of loved ones, and to erect statues to men worthy of public honour because of their service to the community. Catholics do the same for the great Christian heroes, the saints, and ask for the help of their prayers.

God’ Name

The name of God is holy and must be treated with great respect. Moses told the Israelites that God’s name was, in Hebrew, Yahweh. Out of reverence, they never wrote that name, but substituted for it Adonai, meaning Master. Catholics have great reverence for the name of Jesus, called the Holy Name. The Apostles performed miracles and baptized “In the Name of Jesus.” St. Paul, in the second chapter of his letter to the Philippians, says it is “name which is above every name,” and that, “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth” (Phil, 2, 9-10).

    The name of God and his divine Son should only be used in prayer, pious conversation, or in calling on God to witness to the truth on solemn occasions, as in a court of Law.

The Lord’s Day

The first chapter of the Book of Genesis arranged the account of the creation of heaven and earth into six days, in order to bring out this lesson: “So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all his work which he had done in creation” (Gen. 2, 3).

    This was to teach the Israelites that the seventh day, which they called the Sabbath, was to be a day of rest from all work, in order that the people might have time and opportunity for worship, prayer and meditation on the Word of God. They had rules about
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what could and could not be done on that day. The Scribes and Pharisees of Christ’s day enforced many additional and unreasonable rules, such as, that it was forbidden on the Sabbath to cure the sick, take a walk or pluck a few ears of corn in passing through the fields. Jesus made it clear that these laws were not to apply to Christians.

The Sunday

The Apostles, with the authority of Christ, made the first day of the week, rather than the seventh, the Lord’s Day. It is now called the Sunday. It was on Sunday that Christ rose from the dead and the Holy Spirit came down upon the Apostles, and it was on “the first day of the week” that all the faithful gathered for the Eucharist. In keeping the first rather than the seventh day holy the Apostles wished to make it clear that the laws of the Christian Church concerning the Lord’s Day were not the same as those of the Jewish Church.

    Sunday is a day of rest from daily work for Christians in order that they may have an opportunity of offering public worship to God and of thinking about God’s truths and their eternal destiny: also that they might have opportunity for rest and recreation in the company of their family and loved ones. All honest forms of recreation, whether physical or mental, are good on Sunday, so long as they do not prevent a man from publicly worshipping God and thinking about the truths of his religion.

   There are other days, such as Christmas Day, New Year’s Day, Ascension Thursday, the Assumption of Our Lady, and All Saints’ Day, which are called holy-days. Catholics are obliged to attend Mass and rest from their daily work on these days, in so far as this possible.

Self-Denial

Another way in which we show our genuine desire to put God first in our lives is by controlling our human appetites. Our bodies must be trained to obey our intellects and minds. We must have the will power to say “no” to ourselves.
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    Self-denial is essential to the living of a good Christian life. Jesus said:

“If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9, 23).

    These are very strong words: perhaps a little frightening too, because none of us likes giving up things or denying ourselves. It is a lot easier to lie on in bed on Sunday morning than to get up and go to our local church and join with others in worshipping God. But we know that our response of love to God demands that we do it. This means self-denial; it means making personal sacrifices for the we love.

    There are times in all our lives when we find it much easier to do what is wrong than to do what is right; our body is pulling towards sin, and our mind and will must command the body to obey. Only those who have formed the habit of little acts of self-denial will have the will power to do the right thing at such times.

    We are familiar with the way an athlete trains for a race so that when the big day comes and his exhausted body is crying out to be allowed to give up the race and lie down, his spirit will be strong enough to compel his body to continue on to the end. So by training our body to go from time to time without certain perfectly good things, we ensure that the soul’s commands will be obeyed when the body is pulling towards some sinful pleasure.

    We practise self-denial for another reason also --- to atone for sin. By every sin we take some satisfaction to which we have no right. By self-denial we give up some legitimate satisfaction and in union with Jesus Christ make up in our own limited way for the unlawful pleasures that we have taken. Moreover, since we are all one body in Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 12), our self-denial can help to atone for the sins of others and obtain grace and help from God both for the living and the dead.

    Self-denial and suffering willingly borne are ways in
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 which we follow in the footsteps of Jesus Christ, Our Lord, and share his sufferings. St. Paul puts it this way:

“I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the Church”. (Col. 1, 24).

    The Church keeps the importance of self-denial before us by asking us to perform some substantial act of self-denial every Friday in memory of Christ’s sufferings and death for us. In Australia it is specified that during the Fridays of Lent this should take the form of abstinence from meat. During Lent also the Church asks us to make a special effort to deny ourselves in other matters, particularly by helping to relieve the needs of the poor and hungry throughout the world. She specifies that we should fast at least to the extent of limiting the amount of food we eat on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday.

    Jesus himself suffered for us. We, by suffering and self-denial can, in union with him, help one another. Suffering is a mystery, but has an essential role to play in every life as God showed us when he suffered himself on the cross.

    Many a Catholic dying in agony will repeat over and over again: “All for Thee, O Jesus”, knowing that in saying this he unites his sufferings to the sufferings of Christ on the cross.

The Ten Commandments

In the nineteenth chapter of the Book of Exodus it is recorded how Moses, about three months after leaving the land of Egypt with the Israelites, led them to Mt. Sinai in the desert. There they had a deep religious experience and pledged themselves in a covenant to serve and adore the one true God and him alone. Under God’s inspiration Moses drew up a summary of God’s Law in ten categories. This is called the Ten Commandments.

    These are the basic laws for right living which are natural to all men. God has given man a conscience
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which is the power to make practical judgments on what is good and what is bad behaviour in his relationship with God and his fellow men. This power of judgment needs training and development. Some, through lack of training of or off-repeated sins, have clouded or dulled their consciences, so that they are not always able to distinguish clearly between right and wrong. The Ten Commandments provide a guide to man’s conscience. The following are the first three Commandments, concerned with the love and service of God, as given in the twentieth chapter of the Book of Exodus:

“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. You shall have no other gods before me. 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; you shall not bow down to them or serve them . . .

You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labour, and do all your work; but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God” (Ex. 20, 1-11).

Christ through his Church has given Christians clear indications as to how one sins against these commandments. The following are the chief sins against the first three commandments.

Idolatry

Idolatry means to give to a thing or person worship  due to God alone. The Israelites were much tempted to this sin, because they lived among pagans who worshipped idols of birds, beasts and fish. There are people in pagan land today who worship idols, but this is not common in Christian lands. However, there are other ways, apart from idolatry, of giving to creatures honour due to God alone, and they are all sinful.

    Some people today put the search for money or possessions or pleasure before their duties to God.
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 This is a form of idolatry; it is allowing these material things to become our God. “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness.” (Matt. 6, 33). There is no greater form of self-deception than to tell ourselves we are too busy making a living to find time to worship God. “For what does it profit a man, to gain the whole world and forfeit his life.” (Mark 8, 36).

    All forms of Witchcraft, Black Magic and Superstition are contrary to the true worship of God. In their most sinful form these practices are an attempt to use evil spirits as a means of penetrating the mysteries of life, and of peering into and influencing man’s future destiny. More often they stem from a decline in true religion rather than deliberate attempt to use the power of evil spirits.

   The lack of adequate knowledge of God and prayer leaves a vacuum which people try to fill by the use of horoscopes, amulets, lucky charms, magical signs, séances and such like. Thus they attribute to created things (e.g. the stars) a power over man’s actions and a knowledge of his destiny, which can belong only to the Creator. Instead of turning whole-heartedly to God in prayer, with loving trust in his Providence, these people are attempting, even though it may be only half-heartedly, to use created things as a substitute for God.

Satan

Satan is a mighty spirit who rebelled against God. There was some mysterious battle in Heaven and God cast him out and those spirits who joined in his rebellion. In the twelfth chapter of his Revelation St. John writes; “Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon; and the dragon and his angels fought, but they were defeated and there was no longer any place for them in heaven. And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to earth, and his angels were thrown down with him” (Rev. 12, 7-9). St. Peter, in his second letter, says: “god did not spare the angels when they sinned, but cast them into hell and committed them to
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 pits of nether gloom” (2 Pet. 2, 4). In his first letter he warns: “Be sober, be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5, 8). St. Paul, in the sixth chapter of his letter to the Ephesians, tells them: “Put on the whole armour of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil” (Eph. 6, 11).

    There is then a Power of Evil which seeks to drag men down to hell. The third chapter of the Book of Genesis, using the image of a serpent for the Devil, tells how he led men to rebel against God. That same powerful and evil spirit continues to lead men to do evil and join with him in fighting all that is good.

Profaning God’s Name

The following ways of profaning God’s name are sinful: Blasphemy, which is insulting God by word or action; Sacrilege, which is disrespect to a sacred person, place or thing; Perjury, which is calling God to witness to a lie. It is a sin to break a Vow, which is a solemn promise made to God.

Profaning the Lord’s Day

Catholics are bound, under pain of serious sin, to go to Mass on all Sundays and Holy Days, unless prevented by important and unavoidable duty, sickness or other grave inconvenience. Catholics should not undertake prolonged physical work on Sundays, unless the work is essential for the good of the family or the community in general.

    It is a sin for Catholic to refuse to obey the laws of the Church concerning fasting and abstinence.

    Most of the commandments, as given by Moses to the Israelites, were framed in the form of prohibitions, beginning with the words: “Thou shalt not . . .” But Christ summed them all up in the positive commandment, called the Great Commandment, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God . . .”

                       +                +                 +
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St. John the Apostle, the Beloved Disciple, sat next to Jesus at the Last Supper. He tells how his head lay “close to the breast of Jesus.” He tells how on that occasion his Master gave his commandment of love. “this is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (John 15, 12-13).

    St. John meditated deeply on these words and often spoke about them. The two letters of his in the New Testament are full of this theme. In the first letter he gives the simplest and most sublime definition of God in human language: “God is Love.”

“See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are . . . Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who loves is born of God and knows God. He who does not love does not know God; for God is love. In this the love of God was manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him” (John 3, 1 . . . 4, 7-9).

                    +               +                +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. For what reasons can it be said that God’s commandments are bonds of love uniting the Creator and his people?

2. Discuss the following statement: “My loyalty to God’s commandments is the measure of my response to his love”.

3. Why is it man’s most important duty to adore God?

4. Compose a short prayer in which you feel you could best express your gratitude to God. What are the things for which you wish to thank him most?

5. What are the reasons why it is sinful to miss Sunday Mass deliberately?

6. List some voluntary acts of self-denial which you think would best help people to become more Christlike.
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The Love and Service of Man

The second half of the Great Commandment is, “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” The love and service of God implies the love and service of man. You cannot have one without the other. St. John, in his first letter, says:

“Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another . . . If any one says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. And this commandment we have from him, that he who loves God should love his brother also” (1 John 4, 11 . . . 20-21).

    The main theme of the last words of Jesus to his Apostles on the night before he died, was this: “This is my commandment that you love one another as I have loved you.”

    As a man’s love God is proved by deeds, so is his love of neighbour. Indeed, the test of his love of God is what he does for his neighbour. St. Matthew, in his twenty-fifth chapter, quotes the words Jesus will say to the good at the Last Judgment:

“Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcome me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.” They will ask when they did these things for him, and he will reply:
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“Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the

 least of these my brethren, you did it to me” (Matt. 25, 34-40).

    The Christian life then is service—the service of God and of man. Jesus said, “I am among you as one who serves” (Luke 22, 27). It is the privilege of his followers to imitate him. They do so in the following ways.

                  +               +               +

Respect for Lawful Authority

All men have a duty to serve those in authority, and all in authority have a duty to serve their subjects. God is the source of all authority. That is what Jesus meant when he said, “Call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven. Neither be called masters, for you have one master, the Christ” (Matt. 23, 9-10). But God gives to certain men authority to act on his behalf, and it is his will that these should be obeyed.

Husband and wife

The family is the basis of Society and it is held together by love. Charity begins at home. Husbands have a duty to love and support their wives and wives to love and obey their husbands. Husbands and wife are equal before God. Each has a department of family life in which their decisions should prevail, but there must be a head of any community, and the husband is the head of the family. St. Paul, in the fifth chapter of his letter to the Ephesians, tells wives to obey their husbands and husbands to love their wives. He implies that the husband should be prepared to die for the wife as Christ died for his Church.

“Wives, be subject to your husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body . . .  Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Eph. 5, 22-25).
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Parents and Children

Parents have a duty to love their children, feed and cloth them and provide for them all the normal comforts of life. More important, they must teach them the truth and train them in good behaviour. They do this first by giving them good example, that is, by showing them by their own behaviour how they should serve God and their neighbour. But they must also give them instruction. Nearly all parents need the help of teachers to do this. They should send their children to schools where they will be given religious training as well as that which will prepare them to serve in some useful employment.

    Children are bound to obey their parents in all that is not sin, at least until they are old enough to be independent and make decisions about their own life. They are bound to love, honour and respect their parents always and help them to the best of their ability.

Teachers and Pupils

Parents give teachers authority to act on their behalf in educating their children. During school hours the teachers stand in the place of the parents and are bound to give good example and teach to the best of their ability. The children in their turn must respect and obey their teachers.

Church and State

Jesus was once asked if it were right for the Jews to pay taxes to the Romans who ruled their country. He pointed to the head of the emperor on the coin of the realm and said: “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Matt. 22, 21). He meant that God has given authority both to Church and State and man must obey the lawful government of both when these give orders in the things that are their concern. The heads of the Church and State have authority in different spheres of life and must respect each other’s authority. The two spheres meet at many points, for man serves God in his life as a citizen and it is impossible to separate religion from public life. But there need not be clashes between the two powers.
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They should come to agreements in which neither sacrifices its rights and both work together in serving God and the community.

Bishop and People

Christ gave to Peter and the other Apostles, and gives to their successors, authority to govern the Church in his name. He said: “Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall  be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 18, 18). The Pope and bishops have a duty to serve the people. All authority implies service and none more than that of popes, bishops and priests. One of the titles of the Pope is “The servant of the servants of God.”

    The leaders of the Church have authority from God to make laws concerning worship, the administration of the sacraments and the general discipline of the Church. Bishops ordain priests and give them restricted authority over the Christians in their dioceses. The people, including the heads of the State, are bound to obey their spiritual leaders when these speak in matters which are within their province. They have a duty also to support them, for, as St. Paul says: “The Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel” (1 Cor. 9, 14). The people must also provide money for the building of churches, schools and other institutions necessary for the promotion of religion.

State and Citizens

Any kind of government established by the will of the people, whether it be by king, president or parliament, has authority from God to rule, so long as it does not forfeit it by oppressing the people. Government has a duty to make just laws, maintain order and further the good of the community by wise administration. It must ensure that the citizens have freedom to worship, earn their living, educate their children and live according to their religious beliefs, so long as these do not lead to public disturbance. The people in their turn must obey the lawfully constituted government so long as its commands are not against the law of God. St. Peter, in the second chapter of his first letter says:                                  236

“Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right” (1 Pet. 2, 13-14).

    In a democratic society, such as we have in Australia, laws are drawn up by the will of the people. Citizens have the right to express their views and to influence and form public opinion by demonstrations or protests, provided these do not interfere with the freedom or rights of others, or promote unnecessary violence.

    Love of fatherland is virtuous. All who dedicate their lives to the service of their country and people serve God, even though they may not realize it.

Employer and Employee

The employer has a duty to serve his employees and look after their interests. He must see that they have good conditions of work and reasonable hours. He must give them a living wage, that is, at least sufficient for a man to keep himself and a normal family in moderate comfort, educate his children according to his station in life and save something for times of emergency. Employers must see to it that the faith and morals of their employees are not endangered in their work and give them time to practice their religion.

    The employees, in their turn, must obey their employers and give a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay. They have the right to strike, but only for a good reason, after careful negotiations and under direction from responsible leaders, such as the Trades Union Leaders. A strike is only justifiable if the evil it seeks to remedy is greater than the evil it will cause, and if there is likelihood that it will achieve its ends.

    All forms of contempt of lawful authority, such as stubbornness, disobedience or rebellion on the part of subjects are sinful. All injustice, oppression or neglect of subjects on the part of those in authority is sinful.
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Respect for Human Life

God is the giver of life and man must serve him by cherishing that gift and using it to the full. He must preserve his own life and the lives of others. He must take reasonable care of his health and develop the powers of his mind according to his ability. Suicide is a great sin, for it is the rejection of the gift of life, shows lack of trust in God and is a selfish refusal to serve. A man must live a full life in the service of his fellow men and help them to live fully, providing them with opportunity for education, recreation, food, clothing and medical attention, according to his ability and as the need arises.

Murder

Murder, the killing of the innocent, is a great sin. “Do not slay the innocent and righteous,” says the Book of Exodus (Ex. 23, 7). Only the Author of life has the right to take innocent life. God gives man authority to take guilty life if this is the only way he can protect himself against an unjust attacker. The private individual has the right to kill if it is the only way of saving his own life against an unjust attacker. The lawfully constituted State has the right to impose the death penalty and to wage war, but only under certain conditions.

The Death Penalty

Capital punishment is justifiable when enlightened statesmen consider it is necessary for the doing of justice and the protection of Society. Many modern States have abolished it because they can do justice and protect Society against the murderer by other penalties. It is for the statesmen of each country to decide in this matter, in consultation with the people.

War

Since the day that Cain slew his brother Abel there has been strife between men. Hatred spread so that it became a question of family against family, tribe against tribe and nation against nation.

    It is completely contrary to Christian teaching for one individual to make an attack on another, or for one nation to attack another. Yet in all our efforts to
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 promote lasting peace on earth, it is necessary to distinguish clearly between attack and defend. While a man may not attack another he may defend himself if attacked. He may also come to the defence of another who is unlawfully attacked. In principle it is the same when there is question of nations rather than individuals. A nation may defend itself against unlawful attack or come to the aid of another nation which is unlawfully attacked.

    But the means that may be used to defend our own nation or another is an even more complex question. So terrible is the destruction caused by some modern weapons of war that it grows daily more difficult to justify their use in any circumstances.

    A State has the right to go to war against an unjust attacker if it is thought absolutely necessary for its own protection or the protection of other countries. Catholic theologians teach that there are five conditions for a just war.

    It must be against an unjust attacker. It must be declared by a lawfully constituted government. It must be a last resort after all negotiations have failed. It must be declared in order to right a wrong greater than the evil it will cause. It must be waged only with lawful weapons and methods of attack.

    It is increasingly more difficult for the fourth and fifth of these conditions to be fulfilled because of the terrible weapons of modern warfare. The use of such weapons as nuclear warheads could only be lawful if they could be controlled. In our present state of knowledge it seems impossible to restrict to a military target, however great, the destruction they cause. Such weapons may contaminate the atmosphere and affect children yet unborn. There are some Catholic theologians who say it is lawful to possess such weapons to deter a ruthless and godless enemy State which is a constant threat to the life and freedom of a people. There are others who say it is immoral to possess a weapon which it would be immoral to use. The popes have urged the heads of governments to stop production of these weapons.
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Conscientious Objection

In the long run each individual must be guided by his own conscience as to whether he believes that it is ever lawful to use modern weapons of war, or to be actively involved in a war where they are used. No government has the right to force any person to use these terrible weapons of war if he sincerely believes that they cannot be justified. Most democratic governments make allowance for this by their provisions for “conscientious objectors”. The Church authorities urge Governments everywhere to make adequate provision for genuine conscientious objectors to serve in other ways in the defence and protection of their country.

Peace

All Christians have an obligation to strive and work for true and genuine peace. Unfortunately the word peace is sometimes misused or misunderstood in modern times. It is not merely the cessation of this or that particular conflict, irrespective of the rights or wrongs of those involved. It is the acceptance by all of a right order where all individuals and nations recognize and respect the rights and freedom of others.

    Pope Paul is an example to the world of a sincere advocate of true and lasting peace. In his plea before the United Nations in New York in 1965 he said, “No more war! War never again. Peace, it is peace which must guide the destinies of peoples and of all mankind”. His predecessor, Pope John, was also an ardent apostle of peace. Yet none of them has asked for a simple cessation of conflict without regard for justice.

    The Bishops at the II Vatican Council said:

“A firm determination to respect other men and peoples and their dignity, as well as the studied practice of brotherhood, and absolutely necessary for the establishment of peace”.

    Condemning as criminal the actions of those who order the methodical extermination of whole nations or groups of people, the same Council of the Catholic

240

Church said that “the courage of those who openly and fearlessly resist men who issue such commands, merits supreme commendation”.

Abortion

Respect for human life obliges us to treat the life of the unborn child with exactly the same respect as we give to any other innocent human person. Every unborn child must be regarded as a human person from the time of its conception. The Church greatly regrets the relaxation of abortion laws in some of our Australian States. Governments have the same duty to protect the life of the unborn child as to protect the lives of their adult citizens. Direct and intentional abortion is always sinful even when the ultimate purpose is to achieve some good for the mother.

    A doctor may not cause a direct abortion even if he considers it necessary to save the life of the mother. Neither may he ever take the mother’s life to save the child. “Never and in no case has the Church taught that the life of the child must be preferred to the life of the mother”. (Pius XII). It is the doctor’s duty to do all he can to save both lives. The rest is in the hands of God who is the author and giver of all life.

    It is a strange contradiction of modern society that some people, who object so strongly to a war of defence on the ground that we may never take the life of even an unjust aggressor, are yet prepared to campaign for the relaxation of abortion laws without regard for the rights of the innocent defenceless child in its mother’s womb.

Mercy Killing

Euthanasia, or mercy killing, is always sinful because it is simply murder under another name. It is the unjust taking of human life. Even if the person has an incurable disease it is not lawful for him to ask that his life to taken. Nor is it ever lawful for another to comply with such an unlawful request.

    However, there is a clear distinction between deliberately taking a life and simply allowing an incurably ill person to die a natural death. Doctors
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have a serious obligation to use ordinary or standard means for the preservation of human life. But this is not to say that they are obliged to use extraordinary means to prolong the life of a person who has no reasonable hope to recovery.

    It is not easy to decide in any particular case what might be considered ordinary means and what would be extraordinary means. It is a fact for medical judgment which will vary from case to case. With the progress of medical science it will vary almost from day to day. In coming to a decision of this kind a doctor would have to consider the seriousness of the illness, the prospects of recovery, and the cost and skill involved in prolonging the life.

Care of Spiritual Health

Love of others obliges us to be concerned about their spiritual health as well as their bodily health. It would be sinful to deliberately lead others into evil, either by a direct attack on their spiritual lives or by bad example. Christ was very severe in his condemnation of those who, by bad example or in any other way, lead children into sin.

“Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened round his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea” (Matt. 18, 6).

Respect for Bodily Integrity

We must respect the integrity of the human body, both our own and others. Any part of the human body may be subordinated to the life and health of the whole body, as in the case of the removal of a diseased  limb or organ. But it is sinful to mutilate the human body for any other reason.

    Sterilization resulting from the removal of some organ of the human body, because it is either diseased or causing serious injury to the life or health of the whole body, is not unlawful. But sterilization by any means for its own sake, i.e. to avoid the possibility of conception, is an offence against bodily integrity, and is therefore always sinful. This includes the growing practice of sterilization of men by 
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vasectomy. It is always seriously sinful, when the object is to prevent transmission of life.

Care of Bodily Health

We are obliged to take reasonable care of the health of the human body, both our own and that of others. The abuse of alcohol and drugs offends against this basic obligation.

    Alcoholic drink is not evil in itself, but its abuse leads to widespread evils. It is a serious sin to overindulge in alcohol or drugs to such an extent as to deprive oneself of consciousness or moral judgment. Other serious sins often follow from the misuse of alcohol or drugs. They lead to waste of money which ought to be used for family needs, to general neglect of family obligations and often to serious sins against chastity.

Drug Abuse

We are obliged to take reasonable and adequate care of all our bodily faculties. This requires us to justify and freely chosen act which creates a danger to life or health, or diminishes our control of reason, or endanger our dignity as human persons.

    In forming a judgement as to the degree of sinfulness in the misuse of drugs one must consider both the immediate effects of the drug, the risk of addiction or other long term harmful effects. We are guided by these basic principles when considering the morality of the use of any particular drug.

    The taking of marihuana often leads to the use of harder and more harmful drugs, and those who smoke it are taking unnecessary risks. Its users tend gradually to lose self control and become easy victims of other vices. The Church strongly advises against it.

    The use of heroin and L.S.D., except under very special medical supervision, is seriously sinful because it is so highly dangerous. A person who needlessly takes his first dose of hard drugs is very often committing moral suicide.

243

    Often the most serious sins in the area of drug abuse are those of people who seek enrichment by manufacturing, smuggling and peddling narcotics.

Road Safety

Reckless driving is always sinful because it is a serious danger to both our own lives and the lives of others. We are all sadly aware of the thousands who are killed or seriously maimed on our Australian roads every year. But are we aware that the reckless driving which causes so much of this can be seriously sinful?

    The degree of sin depends on the degree of unnecessary risk to ourselves and others, not necessarily on the actual harm we do. Driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs is one of the most serious causes of irresponsible driving. It is sinful to do so even if we manage to avoid injury to ourselves or others.

Chastity

Chastity, land modesty which is part of it, is a virtue which regulates the use of our sexual appetite. Human sexuality is designed by God for the fulfillment of his plan of love for mankind. He made man and woman emotionally and physically different in a way that they can complement each other and live together in an enduring partnership of love. This love in its sexual expression is inseparably bound up with the creation and upbringing of children in marriage. It is a total self-giving by two people who desire not only to express their exclusive belonging to each other but also to create a living image of their two-in-oneness in the children to whom they give life. The sexual expression of love belongs exclusively within marriage.

    For this reason Christian sexual morality is totally opposed to pre-marriage sexual intercourse and to any actions which deliberately arouse the sexual appetite outside of marriage. For the same reason it is wrong for people of the same sex to take sexual pleasure together. This is homosexuality. It is wrong for anyone to arouse this appetite alone. This is 
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masturbation. It is wrong for husband and wife to be unfaithful to each other. It is wrong for them in the sexual expression of their love to exclude its openness to the creation of new life by the use of contraceptive pills or condoms or pessaries, or by deliberately spilling the seed through interrupted intercourse.

Pure thoughts

Chastity demands the control of thoughts as well as actions. Sexual thoughts are natural and to be expected, but those who cannot lawfully satisfy sexual desires should not deliberately allow them to be inflamed. It is sinful to read books or look at pictures, things or persons in order to arouse sexual desires. Christ said: Every one who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart: (Matt. 5, 28). Healthy recreation, and a sincere spirit of prayer and self-denial, are practical ways of cultivating a correct Christian attitude of chastity in thoughts and desires.

Respect for Property

Men must use their own property wisely, for they are only stewards of the things God made, and they must give an account to him of how they have used them. They must respect the property of others, whether it be public or private.

    It is a sin to destroy, misuse or steal what belongs to another. If a large amount of money is stolen, or considerable damage done, a serious sin is committed. Moreover the sinner is bound to make good the damage or restore the stolen goods as soon as possible. The greater the amount involved, the more serious is the obligation of making good the loss. It is a form of stealing to neglect to return something borrowed and to refuse or delay to pay debts. It is sinful to cheat in business, not to pay just wages, and to waste the employer’s time and property. It is also a sin to desire to steal.

Poverty

God intended the earth with everything contained in it for the use of all human beings and people. Each
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 person has a right to own a share of earthly goods sufficient for himself and his family needs. Catholics do not accept the Communist principle that no one has a right to own any private property. But no one has an absolute right to an unlimited share of earthly goods. We all have an obligation to come to the relief of those in need, land to work for an equitable distribution of the world’s goods.

    St. John told the early Christians: “If anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? Little children, let us not love in word or speech but in deed and in truth”. (1 John 3, 17-18).

    Poverty is often closely related to racial prejudices. It is a fact that the white races of the world today hold far more than an equitable share of the world’s material goods. Often this has been the result of racial discrimination and prejudices.

    The true spirit of Christianity is opposed to all forms of discrimination and prejudice whether on the grounds of race, colour, religion or social status. It is not sufficient to be merely opposed to these evils. Christians are required to work and strive by legitimate and prudent means to eliminate them.

Truthfulness

The whole order of society depends to a great extent on men being to believe one another. God is all Truth, and truth is sacred. Men have a right to demand from one another that their words correspond with their thoughts. A lie goes against the purpose for which God made speech. It may be a serious sin as when it destroys a man’s reputation. This is calumny.

    It is lawful sometimes to conceal the truth or part of it. There are occasions when it would be harmful to oneself or others to tell the whole truth. It is not sinful to make ambiguous statements or make mental reservations on certain occasions, as when a person is bound by secrecy, or is questioned by one who has no right to certain information. There are many
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expressions commonly used which are a polite way of refusing to give information to which the questioner is not entitled.

                  +                +                +

John Henry Newman was a great light of the Anglican Church and the University of Oxford in the middle of the nineteenth century. He later became a Catholic priest. He describes beautifully, in his poem, “Lead Kindly Light,” the struggle against sin and imperfection. When he wrote it he was thinking primarily of his effort to find the truth, but his words apply to the step-by-step effort to conquer failings and achieve holiness of life.

Lead, kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom,

    Lead thou me on.

The night is dark, and I am far from home,

    Lead thou me on;

Keep thou my feet; I do not ask to see

The distant scene; one step enough for me.

I was not ever thus, nor prayed that thou

    Shouldst lead me on;

I loved to choose and see my path; but now

    Lead thou me on.

I loved the garish day, and, spite of tears,

Pride ruled my will; remember not past years.

                  +                +                +
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POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why does God want us to be submissive to human authority; e.g., parents, Church, State?

2. What are the reasons why a Christian holds that direct Abortion is always sinful?

3. “My body is my own I can do what I like with it”. How does that statement contradict Christian morality? How does it apply to sterilization?

4. For what reasons does the Church teach that drunkenness and drug abuse are sinful?

5. Give the reasons why Christian morality is totally opposed to pre-marriage sexual intercourse.

6. Give examples of circumstances in which a Christian would have an obligation to give some of his goods or property to others.
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Christian Unity

There is only one Christ and he founded only one Church. He called all his followers into one united People of God. He prayed that they would all be united. He told them that this very unity would be a sign to the whole world that they were in fact his true followers.

    Yet today there are hundreds of independent Christian groups in the world, all differing in varying degrees from one another. This is a very sad state of affairs. The ordinary man is puzzled by it. It is undoubtedly one of the reasons why so many people even in Christian countries do not take Christianity seriously at all. There are more than six million people in Australia who are not seriously committed to any religion. It is the will of Christ that his message of salvation be preached to all of them.

                     +               +                +

Why the Divisions Exist

God has not explained himself to all people in the same way. He has not given to all the same opportunity of hearing Christ’s teaching. He will never condemn anyone because he has not had an opportunity of learning the truth. Nobody is rejected by God unless he knowingly rejects God first.

    Once God came to live amongst us as a man, he limited himself in certain ways. Jesus Christ, who was God made man, lived in a small country at a particular time in history. Only some thousands of people knew him or met him during his life. After he had gone back to his Father, people near the time
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and place where he had lived heard his message first of all. 

    As the years and centuries rolled by, it was those near where the Church was strong and where Christians were numerous who again had the best chance of hearing the message. This is true today. Perhaps this is largely due to man’s defects. But whatever the cause, all people have not had the same chance of hearing the Gospel and this indeed a challenge to all of us Christians.

    There are other reasons why people believe differently and are slow to accept Christ’s teaching. Each person’s back-ground and inclination colour his thoughts as he hears the teaching. In the Gospel, Jesus tells the story of the sower whose seed fell on different sorts of ground. According to the ground’s fertility, the seed produced more, or less, fruit. There are so many things in our background which help to determine our reactions – family, culture, religious tradition, temperament, surroundings.

    Again, human faults such as pleasure seeking, jealousy, suspicion, selfishness and laziness can obscure the light for many. With all this it is not surprising that there should be disagreement between groups and individuals over what Christ has said. We believe, however, that in spite of all these difficulties Christ has made sure that the essential truth of his message shall remain in this world, because he has promised to be with his Church to the end of the world. He will see to it that the truth of God shall remain with us.

Non-Christian Religions

There are many ties of common belief between Christian and non-Christian religions. Many of them recognize and worship God the Creator and see his presence in history and in human affairs. Hindus try to probe the mystery of God and express their beliefs in myths and a very deep philosophy. Buddhists see how inadequate this world is and seek for liberation from it. Muslims realize our total dependence on God and that he has made himself known to us. Muslims
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 trace their religion from Abraham and honour Jesus as a prophet, born of a virgin and working miracles. But they do not recognize him as God.

    Above all, we see how we are closely linked to the Jews and share with them the Old Testament of the Bible. We cannot forget that Jesus was born amongst them of a Jewish mother and that he gave his teaching to the Apostles who were also Jewish. We realize that they do not recognize Jesus as the Messiah and do not accept his teaching, although nowadays some of them accept him as a Rabbi.

    We believe in the universal brotherhood and the dignity of man, for each was created by the same heavenly Father. We wish to be at peace with them all. This does not prevent us from being Christ’s faithful witness.

Divisions among Christians

We do not close our eyes to the fact that there are deep divisions among Christians today. Many of the divisions owe their origin more to politics and prejudice than to theology. Even in the letters of St. Paul and St. John we see warnings against disunity within the Christian community. For the first three hundred years of Christianity there was persecution of the Church; this bound Christians together into a close community. But once the age of persecution was over, quarrels among them began to take place, especially in the East. Some of the differences centred on fundamental beliefs about Christ. Sections of the Church broke away, and some of the divisions remain to this day. 

    Today, as a result of these divisions, there are many people of good will who have found deep faith in Christ through these separated communities. The Catholic Church regards them as brothers and respects the validity of the baptism by which they have become Christians. They do not belong fully to the Catholic Church, but they are rightly called our fellow Christians. Many of the qualities of true Christians exist among them. The Holy Spirit guides them and helps them in their individual and
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community prayers and gives them his graces. They play an important part in helping many people to know and love Christ, and to live according to his will.

    These separated communities do not yet possess the complete unity which Christ longed to give to all his followers. But the Holy Spirit is at work today among Catholics and among the separated communities, urging Christians everywhere to pray and work for a complete unity. The results of this welcome movement towards Christian Unity are becoming daily more apparent.

The Eastern churches

As time went on, the Eastern part of the Church, centred on Constantinople, grew estranged from the Western part, centred on Rome. This was due to many causes, some of them political, some of them theological. In the year 1054 things reached such a pitch that the Pope and the Patriarch of Constantinople excommunicated each other.

    At the close of the recent Vatican Council in December, 1965, Pope Paul VI and the Eastern Patriarch Athenagoras express their mutual regret for these excommunications and for the offensive words and unfounded reproaches that accompanied them on both sides. They expressed a wish to remove the memory of these unhappy events from the Church and to forget them. This was a big step forward towards the complete reunion of the Eastern Churches and ourselves.

    Today there is very close co-operation between us. After the break with Rome over nine hundred years ago the Eastern Churches retained practically all the beliefs and devotions which were common to both East and West down the centuries. They have validly ordained priests and bishops, a true Mass and Sacraments, and a deep devotion to the Blessed Eucharist. The great beauty of their liturgical prayers has had considerable influence on the recent reforms of the Catholic liturgy. They are outstanding for their devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Saints. Their teaching on all the big moral issues of today
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 corresponds very accurately with our own.

    During the controversy in 1968 over Pope Paul’s condemnation of the contraceptive pill the Eastern Patriarch Athenagoras said:

“I am in agreement with the Pope. Paul VI could not have made a different pronouncement. He has the Gospel in his hands, and wishes to safeguard the moral law, the interests and existence of the family, and of nations. I am with the Pope, at his side in all his acts, in his words and in his programmes”. (L’Osservatore Romano, Aug. 22nd, 1968).

    Worship in common to some degree is now encouraged between Catholics and members of the Eastern Churches. Because all their beliefs about the priesthood and the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist are exactly the same, they are encouraged to go to Mass and receive Holy Communion in each others’ churches when their own church is not within reach.

    In a letter to Patriarch Athenagoras in March 1971 Pope Paul VI wrote that “an almost total communion already exists between our Churches as a result of our common participation in the mystery of Christ and his Church”. He thanked God for everything that has been accomplished “during these past few years for the re-establishment of ever closer bonds between our Churches”.

The Protestant Reformation

The Western Church remained united until the Reformation in the sixteenth century. Then that unity was shattered. Christians persecuted each other and went to war against each other. The religious divisions forced people to take sides whether they wanted to or not. One had to be either a Protestant or a Catholic. Protestants made a great issue out of the Bible as the ultimate test of faith. This made it difficult for a Catholic to appear to place great emphasis on it without it being thought that he was a secret Protestant. In the same way, Catholics stressed the importance of the Pope, bishops and sacraments.
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 This made it difficult for a Protestant to set great store on these without being suspected of Roman leanings.

    Instead of listening to the reformers to see how much was valid and acceptable in their new ideas, the Catholic leaders used the civil powers in an attempt to silence them As a result of this, the reformers evolved further positions, this time against the Faith itself. For example, they began to deny some of the seven sacraments, the power of bishops, and other doctrines. Having rejected the idea of a central teaching authority they soon divided and subdivided into many independent groups. Protestants today are divided into about 260 independent groups.

    These groups differ not only from the Catholic Church but also among themselves. We do not propose in this short course to describe their various origins and teachings and spiritual practices. Such an attempt would be beyond the scope of a course which aims only to give a simple positive presentation of our Catholic beliefs and teachings. We prefer that readers who wish to compare and contrast Catholic teachings with those of any Protestant group, would make the comparisons for themselves between what we have explained in these lessons and what they themselves have been taught and believe.

    This would seem to be not only the most practical but also the fairest way to find the comparisons for which we are frequently asked. We prefer to approach it in the spirit of the late Pope John XXIII who said: “We do not want to conduct a trial of the past. We do not want to say who was right and who was wrong. All we want to say is, ‘Let us come together and end our divisions’”.

    We will therefore make only brief reference to a few of the better known groups in Australia as we see them today. It is cause for joy that there are some very important beliefs which all these groups hold in common with us, and which are serving as a basis for sincere and charitable dialogue between them and
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 the Catholic Church today.

    They all believe in the Fatherhood of the one true God, and share with us a deep love and devotion towards Christ as the sole mediator between God and man.

    Some have views which differ from ours even about Christ himself and the nature of his work of redemption. Consequently their beliefs differ also about the structure and mission of the Church and about the role of Mary and the saints in our salvation. But with us they look to Christ as the source and centre of Christian Unity, and share with us a longing for that unity. They are united with us also in their love for and devotion to the scriptures, although they differ from us about the relationship between scripture and the teaching authority within the Church.

Lutherans. Martin Luther was a Catholic priest in Germany. He founded the Lutheran religion in 1521. He rightly opposed abuses and superstitious practices then widespread in the Church. But he erred in deciding that the reform could only be effected by breaking from Rome and starting afresh. He taught that all the teachings of Jesus Christ are contained in the Holy Bible, and each man can find them for himself by reading it under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, without any need for Pope or any spiritual authority.

Presbyterians. Based mainly on the teachings of John Calvin, Presbyterianism began in Geneva about 1541 and found its way to Scotland in the person of John Knox, where it is now the established Church. Calvinism today id divided into many branches, called in general, the Reformed Churches.

Anglicans. Claiming to stand mid-way between the Catholic Church and the Reformed Churches in Europe, the Church of England has retained the organizational structure of the Catholic Church. Basing the Articles of belief on the Protestantism of Europe, it rejected the central authority of Rome and

255

 accepted its head of State as head of the Church. Today there are three branches of Anglicanism --- the High Church, Low Church and Broad Church ---- the latter sometimes called Modernists. Many groups have broken away from the Anglican Church to form independent Churches called, in general, Non-Conformists.

Baptists. The Baptist Church was founded in the year 1600 by John Smyth, a Church of England minister. The Baptists administer baptism only to adults after they deliberately accept Christ as their Saviour.

Methodists. John and Charles Wesley --- two Anglican ministers --- founded Methodism in Oxford in 1729. They formed a group of sincere and scholarly Anglicans who met for prayer and readings from the Scriptures in an effort to live a devout and methodical life. After the death of John Wesley the Methodists separated from the Church of England, though now steps are being taken to bring about a reunion.

Congregationalists. Originally known as Brownists --- after their founder Robert Brown --- the main belief of Congregationalists is that all Christians are priests and wherever a group of them meet for worship, there is the Church of Christ. They see no need for a specially ordained priesthood.

The Mormons were founded by Joseph Smith in America. He claimed to have a vision of an angel called Moroni, who told him where he would find buried some gold plates bearing God’s message. In 1830 he published what he claimed to be a translation of this message. One of his followers, Brigham Young, led a party which founded a religious state in Salt Lake City. They called themselves the “Church of the Latter Day Saints”.

The Adventists are a group of small sects who believe that the time of Christ’s advent, or second coming, will be soon, and that the date of it can be reckoned, although there are different estimates as to
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 what that date is.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses were founded by Charles Taze Russell. They also concentrate on Christ’s second coming and find in the Bible many riddles and systems of numbers which they interpret in a peculiar way. This is a rapidly growing sect which spends and makes vast sums of money from the sale of books and magazines. It sends “publishers” all over the world, who go from door to door endeavouring to make converts.

    These are but a few of the many independent Christian groups today. There are many sincere Christians in all of them. No one who is alive today is responsible for causing these divisions, but we all share some responsibility for allowing the divisions to continue. It has taken hundreds of years to begin the journey towards reunion. On this journey Catholics must remain faithful to Christ and cannot in any way compromise their Faith. Divisions which concern matters vital to faith are a cause for sorrow. We must not simply agree to differ. This would be a poor witness indeed to set before a critical world where there are millions who are looking for spiritual answers to the world’s problems. We cannot rest with a divided response to their challenge. If we are to be faithful to Jesus Christ, all sincere Christians must work and pray with all their strength to arrive at a greater measure of unity among themselves.

The Desire for Unity 

Good Christians have always realized the scandal of disunity. They realize how the work of the Christian missionary is seriously impeded by the divisions amongst us. They realize that these divisions are contrary to the mind of Christ, who prayed at the Last Supper that all his followers might be one. (John 17, 22, 23.) But for many years they sought to end the scandal in the wrong way.

    They tried to end it by controversy and sometimes even by force. Gradually, however, they began to see that controversy rarely succeeds; that you
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 constrain a man either by words or by force to accept your view of the Christian message. They realized that not only did Christ pray for the unity of his followers, but also gave his commandment that they should love one another as he had loved them. (John 15, 12).

Religious Freedom 

All the Churches n recent years have spoken very clearly about the importance of religious freedom. Unfortunately this was not well understood or put into practice in earlier centuries. But it is cause for rejoicing that in our own time all who are seriously trying to understand the will of God and live religious lives are loud in their support of religious freedom.

    The II Vatican Council’s document on religious Freedom made the Catholic position very clear. It teaches that in matters of religion ‘all men are immune from coercion on the part of individuals or of social groups or of any human power, in such a way that no one is to be forced to act in a manner contrary to his own beliefs”. This makes it very clear that it would be wrong to force anyone to believe in any religion which he does not freely accept.

    However, the Church makes a clear and very important distinction between our right to religious freedom among our fellow men and our duty of submission to God as we know him.

    Man is not free before God. The same document expresses this clearly when it says that all men are “bound by moral obligation to seek truth, especially religious truth. They are also bound to adhere to the truth, once it is known, and to order their whole lives in accord with the demands of truth”.

    This means that we are morally bound to do the will of God as we know it; that we all have an obligation to be loyal to what we believe to be true even if that loyalty demands sacrifice or change in our own way of life. But God does not compel anyone to serve him. We either respond freely to his love, or we accept the consequences of refusal.
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    A clear awareness of this moral obligation of loyalty to the truth is a most important guide for all who work sincerely for Christian unity. We may never compromise truth for the sake of apparent unity; we must strive rather to find true unity in the discovery of the fullness of religious truth.

The Ecumenical Movement   

The early days of this century saw the beginning of the Ecumenical Movement. This movement reached a significant stage of development with the foundation of the World Council of Churches (Amsterdam, 1948), in which over two hundred non-Catholic Churches pledged themselves to work together for Christian Unity. In this Council they meet, get to know each other better, find out where they agree and discuss their differences together. They have also united in international works of charity and in approaches to world problems.

    In the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) all the Catholic bishops of the world met in Rome and discussed renewal within the Church. That Council told us what the Catholic approach to Christian unity should be. Pope John said that one of his main reasons for calling the Council was to promote unity. He invited observers from other Christian Churches, and almost all accepted. They showed great interest in its work and were given many opportunities to give their own opinions on the matters under discussion.

    One of the most important documents to come from the Vatican Council is “The Decree on Ecumenism.” It gives the Catholic view of unity and encourages all to pray and work for unity.

    In this decree the Catholic Church makes it clear it considers itself to be the one true Church of Jesus Christ. It recognizes the existence of other Churches and communities which are held together by the Holy Spirit of God and are thus effective means of grace. But the decree shows that these Churches have all lost something through separating from the main historical tree which is the Catholic Church. In rejecting the visible structure of the Church, they
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have rejected something that was instituted by Jesus Christ. Therefore, it is necessary to be a Roman Catholic to belong fully to the one true Church of
Christ. The unity for which Christ prayed at the Last Supper exists in the Catholic Church. It is not perfect; it can be improved within the Church, and above all shared with more Christians. But this unity in love and faith can never be lost by the Church.

The Pope, Centre of Unity

The visible centre of this unity is the Pope, the successor of St. Peter, whom Christ appointed to be head of his Church on earth. To the bishops, the successors of the other Apostles, with the Pope at their head, Christ committed the preaching of the Gospel, the administration of the sacraments and the government of his Church. In the Catholic Church we see very clearly the unity of a single Faith and a common worship. In other Churches we find some, or even many, of the elements of God’s revelation. But only within the Catholic Church can we find the whole of God’s revealed truth and all the means of grace.

    By baptism all Christians are made members of the Church, but only those who accept the full teaching of the Church are fully members. Nevertheless, in a certain way all baptized Christians are members and receive many of the gifts Christ has won for us and committed to his Church. Christ has used the other Churches as ways of bringing his salvation to men. Through their work and worship people receive the grace and help of God. But we must never be satisfied with the multiplicity of Churches. We must all work together to remove the obstacles that are keeping us apart.

    In the Bible we find a great source of unity. Catholic and non-Catholic scholars are striving to prepare a translation of the Bible from the original languages that will be acceptable to all Christians. Through this our Christian life and united prayer will be nourished and strengthened. We hope, too, that non-Christians may find in the Bible a new source of faith and wisdom.
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Discussing Differences

Here in Australia and all over the world talks are being held and efforts made to bring all who believe in Christ closer together. These are not discussions to see what truths either side can abandon so as to
make unity easier --- a kind of bargaining over beliefs. That would be a very false approach. We can never abandon the truth of God as we have received it, or as we see it. We can, however, learn a better way of explaining it, or living it. Thus, these talks are an effort to learn from each other and to understand each other. By contact and discussion our view of the truth is broadened. Sometimes it becomes apparent that where we thought we were divided in belief, in fact, we are only divided by language. We are professing the same belief but using different words.

Our Own Witness

Until full Christian unity has been achieved, every Christian must continue to bear witness to Christ in the way that makes sense to him here and now. We Catholics believe that we must do this in communion with the Church --- God’s People redeemed by Christ, gathered together in fellowship and government with Peter and the Apostles and their successors. We believe that God intended one Church. However much legitimate variety be allowed according to nationality and temperament, this Church should still be one in faith or it is a house divided against itself.

    Believing this as we do, we must continue to preach the Gospel as we understand it, for the benefit of all those who wish to hear. We do not bring pressure to bear on consciences that do not judge as we do, but we cannot withhold what we believe to be god’s truth from those who seek it. This means that while we continue to work for Christian unity, we are bound also to continue to enroll new members into our own Church. It would be no act of charity to refuse them, nor could we excuse ourselves before God for doing so.

    We have to remember that the problem of Christian unity is a small one compared with the spiritual hunger of millions who have never been
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 given a proper chance to receive the message of Jesus Christ. We cannot sit by and wait until Christian unity has been achieved before we preach the Gospel to these people. Nor can we preach to them some kind of “agreed syllabus” --- a watered-down Christianity, offensive to nobody. We can only preach to them the message of Christ as we hold it, the Faith

 of the Roman Catholic Church. Perhaps we do not always express things in the best way and need to learn from others. But we know that while we learn we can always rely on Christ’s guarantee to preserve us always from doctrinal error.

                    +                +                +

We do not know what the future holds for Christian Unity. It may be that it will come quickly if we are all prepared to work and pray and suffer for it. It may be that for reasons unknown to us it will remain a distant prospect. Christians may even become a scattered minority, reduced in numbers, before the final victory is achieved.

    The future is in the hands of God. Whatever takes place in the time ahead, God will look after his people. As long as the world lasts, the Church will continue to give the message of Christ to all men. He promised that he would be with us all days, even to the end of the world. God will also look after all men of good will, so long as they are trying to do their best to follow whatever lights he has given them. Our task and privilege as Christians is to work generously for the coming of God’s kingdom. Our success is not indispensable to him, but goodwill is necessary to fit us for a share in his glory.

    At the last Supper Jesus prayed: “I do not pray for these only, but also for those who believe in me through their word, 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. The glory which
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 thou hast given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and thou in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that thou hast sent me and hast loved them even as thou hast loved me. Father, I desire that they also, whom thou hast given me, may be with me where I am, to behold my glory which thou hast given me in thy love for me before the foundation of the world. O righteous Father, the world has not known thee, but I have known thee; and these know that thou hast sent me. I made known to them thy name, and I will make it known, that the love with which thou hast loved me may be in them, and I in them.” (John 17, 20-26).

PRAYER FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY

Lord Jesus Christ, at Your Last Supper, You prayed to the Father that all should be one. Send Your Holy Spirit upon all who bear Your Name and seek to serve You. Strengthen our faith in You and make us love one another in humility. May we who have been reborn in one Baptism all be united in one Faith under one Shepherd. Amen.

                    +                +                 +
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POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What do you think are the main reasons why there are so many different religions in the world?

2. What do you see as the main causes why all Christians are not united?

3. Show from Christ’s address at his Last Supper that he wants all his followers to be united.

4. List some of the most important beliefs that all Protestants hold in common with Roman Catholics.

5. Suggest ways by which you could further the cause of Christian Unity, (a) in you own life, (b) among your friends, (c) in your parish.

6. How could Christian Unity further the work of Christian missionaries, (a) in Australia? (b) in Asia?
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Catholic Living

“Religion has its origins in the depths of the soul. It can be understood only by those who are prepared to take the plunge”.

    Christopher Dawson gave us a pearl of wisdom when he wrote these words. We have tried in this course to give the reader a clear picture of our religion. But we know that no book, no course of lessons, can by itself give anyone an adequate understanding of religion. We can tell you a whole lot of things about religion, but the only way to really understand it is to try it, to begin to live it.

    That is a matter for the free response of the individual. God does not compel anyone to serve him. Nobody else has any right to force us to serve God either. It must be a free, voluntary response from us, based on personal conviction.

    We must ask ourselves honestly if we believe that God has revealed himself to us through Christ, and if we believe that Christ calls us to love and serve god in the visible community of the Church. Catholics believe that this is so. They try to live accordingly.

                 +             +              +

Religion and Life are one

Man must serve God and his neighbour in all departments of life. His life and religion should be one and the same thing. Housewives serve chiefly in looking after homes, employers and employees in their daily work, children and teachers at their lessons, monks and nuns in the prayers and works of their monasteries, bishops and priests in their daily ministrations to the people.

    Every cog in the wheel counts in the smooth running of a piece of machinery. Each man has an important part to play in keeping the machinery of Society running smoothly. But men are more than cogs, and human life more than machinery. Each
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 man must consciously and deliberately serve to the best of his ability and dedicate his life and work to God. 

    Recreation is also an important part of religion. A man must rest and refresh his mind and body if he is to continue to serve efficiently. He should develop his God-given powers in pursuits other than those of his work. Above all he must have time to help his family and find comfort and joy in the company of his loved ones and friends. God intends man to have joy in this life as well as in the life to come.

    There are many practices which the Church encourages to enable Catholics to bring God into every department of their lives.

Prayer

The prayer life of a Catholic is partly public and partly private. As a member of the believing Christian community his public prayer life is his participation in the Church’s liturgy.

    The Mass is the centre of his public prayer. This is so important that he knows it would be a serious sin of negligence to omit it on Sundays or Holy Days without a good reason. The Holy Days are Christmas, New Year, Ascension of Christ, Assumption of Mary, and All Saints Day.

    At Mass a Catholic is not just a spectator. He shares actively in offering the Eucharistic Sacrifice with the whole community under the leadership of the priest. The words of the prayers to say at Mass, and a knowledge of how to join to the fullest extent in the offering, are learned by experience. Newcomers to Mass are advised to go with a friend who will help them become familiar with the practical details.

Private Prayer

We have referred to private prayer in many places through this course of lessons.

“Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thess. 5, 17-18), says St. Paul in his first letter to the Thessalonians. To help himself to do this the Christian should acquire habits of prayer at set times of the day.
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The Sign of the Cross

The Catholic should begin his day by tracing on himself the Sign of the Cross, reminding himself of Christ’s death and adoring the three Persons in one God. He touches the forehead, saying, “In the name of the Father,” the breast, saying, “and of the Son,” the left and right shoulder, saying, “and of the Holy Spirit,” and he joins his hands, saying “Amen.” This is done at the beginning of all prayer and at times when God’s help is specially needed.

Morning Prayers

The morning has always been regarded as the best time for prayer. The Psalms frequently refer to morning praise. The day should begin with prayer. This is not a practice only for children. The best way of beginning the day, of course, is to go to Mass. Most people find this difficult because they have to hurry to work or school, but daily Mass is the most rewarding of pious practices.

Prayers through the day

Opportunity should be found for brief prayers at many points of the day. It is a Catholic custom to say a short prayer when passing a church, or, better still, to call in and make a visit to the Blessed Sacrament. It is an old custom to say the Angelus, morning, mid-day and evening. It is made up of the words of the Angel Gabriel to Mary, her reply and a request for her help. Many churches ring the Angelus bell to indicate the times for this prayer.

    It is a very ancient custom to say grace before and after meals. There is something sacred about food, since it nourishes God’s gift of life, and the family meal is a powerful bond of union among those who receive life from the same parents and live beneath the same roof.

Night Prayers

At the end of the day the Catholic should thank God for the blessings he has received that day and ask for protection during the night. He should examine his conscience and make an Act of Sorrow for sin.
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Family Prayers

Members of a Christian family should spend some time in prayer together each day. Good parents know that they will not be able to hand on their faith to their children unless they make prayer a daily reality in the home. The Rosary is an ideal family prayer. Before each decade it is good to read a few sentences from the gospel relating to the event in question. In this way the Family Rosary becomes a simple form of Bible Service which everyone can follow.

    Parents ought also to prepare the prayers and Bible readings of the Mass with their children before taking them to Church. They are encouraged to bring the children as a group to assist at the baptism of a new baby, to encourage the saying of grace before and after meals, and to have some religious pictures or other reminders of the presence of God in the home. To none more than to the Christian family do the words of Christ apply, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” (Matt. 18: 20).

The Sacraments

We have explained in some detail during this course that the seven sacraments are very special instruments through which Christ gives us the new life of union with God, the life of sanctifying grace, and keeps that life active and vital within us. Holy Communion is in a unique way the divine food which nourishes the new life within us. Catholics receive Holy Communion frequently. We are encouraged to do so each time we are at Mass. (See lesson 11).
    When Catholics are confined to their home permanently or for a long period, because of sickness, the priest in their parish brings Holy Communion to them in their home. To arrange this Catholics notify their priest when a member of the family has a long or permanent illness. The Church also has a special sacrament, Anointing of the Sick, for those who are seriously ill. (See lesson 12).

Examination of Conscience

Frequent examination of conscience is a most valuable exercise for all who are trying to live devout Christian lives. It helps us to see how we are 
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progressing in our efforts to love God and our neighbour. The following thoughts are helpful suggestions for such self examination: 

· Have I neglected prayer to God or lost my faith in him?

· Have I despaired at times, or presumed that I could live without God/

· What is holding me back from giving myself wholeheartedly to God?

· What do I do to deepen my knowledge of my religion? Do I read about my faith?

· Have I missed Mass deliberately on Sundays or Holy Days?

· Have I performed any act of self-denial on Fridays?

· Have I used God’s name disrespectfully?

· What way have I offended in my particular state of the life? As a father and husband? As a wife and mother? As a child and student? As an employer and employee?

· Have I spoken kindly of others, or have I been uncharitable in my thoughts and speech about others? Gossip? Taking away another’s good name?

· Have I been honest in my actions? Stealing? If so, have I made restitution? Did I waste or destroy the property of others?

· Have I been selfish at home to parents or dependants?

· Have I lied? Did I hurt others by my words or actions? Or did I intend to do so?

· Have I sinned by unchastity against my self or with others?

· Have I controlled my thoughts, desires, and feelings?

· Have I led others into sin by my bad example?

· What is my attitude to non-Christians? Do I pray for those without faith?

· How often do I think of the poor? How much do I give to the poor or to others needing help?

269

· Have I been proud or arrogant, spiteful or avenging?

· Have I gambled when I could not afford it?

· Have I been drunk or driven under the influence?

· When I suffer through sickness do I make myself a burden to others?

· Do I use my talents to help others, through social work or parish activities?

Confession

It is necessary to go to Confession and be sincerely repentant if we fall into mortal sin. But even if we have no very serious sins it is good to confess our lesser sins frequently. Catholics are encouraged to confess once a month. Some do so more often. The sacrament of Confession not only takes away our sins, it also gives us grace and strength against human weakness and temptation. It gives an easy opportunity for personal spiritual direction and guidance. Priests are available in their churches for Confessions at published times every week. In addition any Catholic may ask a priest to hear his or her confession any time.

The Sacramentals

All the things man uses in his daily life should be dedicated to God. Man is made up of body as well as spirit, and needs to worship with words and actions as well as with his mind. He has found many ways of using things and performing actions to help him lift up mind and heart to his Creator. In the Sacraments which Christ himself gave to his Church as means of supernatural life, ordinary things such as bread, wine, oil and water are used. These things are signs of the life they give. There are other signs used in worship which because they have some resemblance to the Sacraments, are called Sacramentals.

    In the Sacramentals water, light, candles, palms, ashes, statues and medallions are used. There are man-made signs accepted by the Church as occasions of blessing those who use them with faith. Their chief value comes from the Church’s blessing and the faith of the one using them.
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Blessings

To bless means to ask God’s favours for a person or dedicate a thing to his service. Any Christian may ask for God’s blessings on another, but only a priest can bless officially in the name of the Church. Those who are blessed, or use devoutly things which have been blessed, receive an increase of Christ’s life, if they have faith. There are blessings for special occasions, such as a wedding, a pregnancy, a sickness, and blessings for things upon which men depend for life, such as crops, animals, fish, machinery and the home.

    The Church blesses things used in divine worship and gives them a new spiritual character.

Holy Oils

On Holy Thursday each year the bishop blesses the oils which are to be used during the following year in the administration of the sacraments. The oils blessed are of three kinds---the oil of catechumens, chrism and the oil of the sick. Each of them is olive oil, but chrism is distinguished from the others by having balm or balsam mixed with it. Each of the oils is blessed with a special form of prayer expressing the purpose for which it is to be used and what it signifies.

    The oil of catechumens is used in the ceremonies connected with Baptism and Holy Order. The oil of the sick is for the sacrament of Anointing of the Sick. Holy Chrism is used in Confirmation, the consecration of a bishop, Baptism, the consecration of a church and other solemn ceremonies.

    When the newly blessed oils are obtained on Holy Thursday, the old ones are burned. The priest keeps the holy oils with reverent care, and the oil of the sick must always be readily available for sudden calls.

    In the countries of the Orient and in southern Europe, olive oil has always been a necessity of daily life, much more than with us. It enters into the preparation of food; it is used as a remedy, internally and externally; in past centuries it was the chief means of providing light; it was employed in ancient times by the athletes of the Olympic games to give suppleness and strength to their muscles. These considerations help us to see the symbolic meaning
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 of the use of oil by the Church in her ceremonies ---spiritual nourishment, cure for our spiritual ailments, diffusion of the light of grace and the warmth of love in our souls, strength in the practice of our faith and in the fight against temptation.

    It is of interest to note that the use of oil in religious functions was not unknown to the Jews. The Old testament makes mention of its use in many instances, such as the consecration of priests and kings, as well as in sacrifices, legal purifications and the consecration of altars.

Holy Water

Water  is blessed by a priest who reads the official prayers of the Church over it, asking God to send his angels to ward off evil from the persons and places sprinkled with it. A dish of this Holy Water is placed at the door of the church and the people, on entering, dip their finger-tips into it and trace on themselves the Sign of the Cross.

Blessed Candles

Light has always played an important part in religious worship. It is a natural sign of life and joy, for without it Nature would be cheerless and dead. Indeed it is a natural sign of God himself. Many lights, and in particular the seven-branched candlestick, burned before the Holy Place in the Temple was ablaze with lamps representing God, the light of Israel. When Christ was first brought to the Temple by Mary and Joseph the holy man Simeon greeted him as “a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to thy people Israel” (Luke 2, 32). Jesus himself declared: “I am the light of the world” (John 8, 12). In the Book of Revelation he is called “he who walks among the seven golden lampstands” (Rev. 2, 1) a reference to the seven-branched candlestick in the Holy Place. The Paschal candle at Easter is a symbol of Christ risen from the dead.

    Candles and lamps are used in worship also to add splendour to the occasion and give honour to God and his ministers. On the 2nd February, Candlemas Day, the Church recalls how Mary brought Christ to the Temple. Candles to be used at Mass throughout the year are blessed on this day. The people also 
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burn unblessed candles before statues of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the saints, as a small token of faith and love. 

Palms

The leaves or branches of palm trees are blessed on Palm Sunday, the Sunday before Easter, and are carried in procession. This recalls the triumphant entry of Jesus into Jerusalem shortly before his death, when the people strewed palm branches in his path and the children chanted the words from the psalm: “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” (Matt. 21, 9). Small pieces of palms are given to the people which they take home and keep till the following year.

Ashes

On the first day of Lent, the six weeks of penance in preparation for Easter, the Church reminds the people of the shortness of life on earth and the need to prepare for death. Some palms from the previous year are burned and their ashes are blessed. The priest makes the Sign of the Cross with the blessed ashes on the foreheads of the people, saying: “Remember man, you will return to dust.” (P5, Prayer of the Roman Missal).

Medals 

The early Christians used to make small discs of metal bearing images of Christ, his Mother, or patron saints, usually as souvenirs of Baptism, First Communion or Confirmation. In the Middle Ages such discs were tokens that the wearers had been on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, Rome or some shrine such as that of St. Thomas a Becket at Canterbury.

    Nowadays medals are blessed by a priest and worn by the people as a token of faith and love of Christ and his saints, or as a reminder of some point of Catholic teaching. Medals are not lucky charms to ward off evil, although those who wear them pray for the protection of Christ and his saints. The prayers said when the medals are blessed indicate their purpose. For example, at the blessing of a medal of the Blessed Virgin Mary, the priest says: “Almighty
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and merciful God . . . bless this medal that he who thinks of it and wears it with devotion may be protected by Mary and receive mercy from you, through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Incense

This is a powdered resin which, when burned, gives off a fragrant smoke. It was used in ancient times, the smoke being considered as symbolical of prayer rising up to God. It was burned every day in the Temple as a sacrifice. Zechariah was offering it when the Angel Gabriel told him that he was to be the father of John the Baptist. The second chapter of St. Matthew’s Gospel tells how wise men from the East came to the stable at Bethlehem offering gold, incense and myrrh to the child Jesus, gifts given to kings in olden times.

    The Church uses incense to give honour to God. It is sprinkled on burning charcoal in a metal container, called a thurible, which is carried suspended on chains. The fragrant smoke is a symbol of the prayers of the Church and of the saints rising up unceasingly before God.

Occasional Services

The central act of worship of the Church is the Mass, but there are other services, usually in the evening, designed to help the people to pray and think about the truths of their religion. We have already mentioned Benediction in lesson 11.

Bible Services

The term Bible Service is usually given to any public prayer meeting which centers around the reading of passages from the Bible. Selected passages from the Bible are read and explained at these meetings so that we may meditate on them and apply them to our own lives. This reading and meditation is interspersed with prayers and hymns.

    The Second Vatican Council says: “The Church has always venerated the divine Scriptures just as she venerates the body of the Lord, because from the table of both the word of God and of the body of Christ she unceasingly receives and offers the bread of life to the faithful.” (Const. On revelation. Ch. 6).
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Stations of the Cross

From very early times pilgrims in Jerusalem walked the road trodden by Christ bearing his Cross and stopped at certain traditional spots, or “stations,” to meditate on the incidents of Christ’s suffering and death. In the Middle Ages those who could not go to Jerusalem made this journey in spirit, pausing to pray before pictures or statues hung round the church. These depict fourteen incidents of the Way of the Cross, most of which are recorded in the Gospel, but some of which are pious traditions. The people, either privately or under the lead of the priest, say suitable prayers at these fourteen halting places and re-live Christ’s terrible journey. The Stations of the Cross are a suitable devotion for the time of Lent, when the Church prepares for Easter by penance and meditation on the suffering of Christ.

The Rosary

This is a meditation on the events of Christ’s life, death and resurrection, made in company with Mary his mother. Beads are used to measure the time spent in meditation on each event. The Lord’s Prayer, ten Hail Mary’s and an invocation to the Blessed Trinity are recited as the person praying dwells on each event. The Rosary is divided into three parts, one concerned with the five joyful, one with the five sorrowful, and one with the five glorious events or “mysteries” of Christ’s birth, infancy, death, resurrection and glory in heaven.

Missions

About once every three years there is a mission in the parish. This is a course of special sermons and pious exercises conducted by priests with a special “mission” from the bishop. It is time of special effort in which the pious strengthen their fervour, those who have grown careless renew it, and some who have fallen away return to the practice of their religion.

Pilgrimages

A pilgrimage is a journey to a spot made sacred by Christ, the Blessed Virgin Mary or one of the saints. The chief places of pilgrimage have always been the Holy Land, where Christ lived and died, and Rome, where are the tombs of Sts. Peter and Paul.
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Lourdes

Over the past 100 years the town of Lourdes at the foot of the Pyrenees in the south of France has become one of the world’s greatest places of pilgrimage. More than two million people go there every year to pray. A pilgrimage goes there from Australia nearly every year.

    Lourdes was an obscure village until the Blessed Virgin Mary appeared there to fourteen year old St. Bernadette Soubirous eighteen times between February 11th and July 16th in the year 1858. After asking for greater earnestness in prayer and repentance Our Lady directed Bernadette to wash and drink at a spring which came up out of the dry ground when she told Bernadette to dig with her hands. The water from this spring flows at the rate of 32,000 gallons a day. It is used for the baths at Lourdes and is taken away by pilgrims from all over the world.

    On February 27th and March 2nd, 1858 Our Lady instructed Bernadette to have a chapel built near the grotto and have people come there in procession. On March 25th, 1858 she told her in the dialect of Lourdes, “I am the Immaculate Conception”. The Catholic belief in the Immaculate Conception had been publicly defined by Pope Pius IX less than four years earlier.

    Bernadette later became a nun at Nevers. She died in 1879, and was declared a canonized saint in 1933.

    There are now three very large churches for the pilgrims at Lourdes. Mass is offered continuously at the grotto in the open air during the summer and autumn months, and the Blessed Sacrament is carried in procession each afternoon, and the sick are blessed.

    Many miraculous cures take place at Lourdes. Thousands of invalids are among the pilgrims each year. A Medical Bureau was set up there in 1882 to investigate the thousands of cures which appear to be miraculous. Cancer, tuberculosis and total blindness are among the fifty-eight cures declared miraculous by the International Medical Commission in Paris and by the Church authorities. Many interesting books have been written about Lourdes.
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Processions

It is an instinct in men to walk in processions to demonstrate publicly what they believe, or to pay honour to the great. Religious processions are public professions of belief in God and are acts of worship. Catholics walk round the church, or through the streets, before the Blessed Sacrament carried by a priest beneath a canopy. They bear religious banners, sing hymns and recite prayers. Many towns and parishes in Europe have public processions in honour of their patron saints, and each year in the month of May there is (in most parishes) a procession in honour of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

    Thus all human emotions and actions, and all the things used in everyday life, may be dedicated to the service of God, and the Church encourages many practices which help men to lift up mind and heart to him

THE SACRED HEART OF JESUS

 The Catholic religion centers on Jesus Christ, and the chief way in which the Church adores God is in the sacrifice of the Mass. But the most important aspect of Christ is his love of man. The human heart has always been regarded as the seat and symbol of love. The Church has long encouraged a devotion to the heart of Christ as the symbol of his love.

    This devotion is based on an incident of the Crucifixion described in the nineteenth chapter of St. John’s Gospel. One of the Roman soldiers pierced the side of Christ with a lance to make sure that he was really dead, and blood and water flowed from the wound. Christians meditated with tender sorrow on the pierced heart of Jesus, whose love for men was so great that he gave the last drop of his blood to save them. Monks and nuns, such as St. Bernard of Clairvaux and the English mystic Julian of Norwich, meditated often on the wounded heart and had remarkable personal experiences of the love of Christ. Learned theologians, such as St. John Eudes, wrote books explaining how, in adoring the Sacred Heart, men adored Christ himself, God-made-man, with particular reference to his love for ungrateful man.
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    This devotion became widespread mainly through a France nun of the seventeenth century, St. Margaret Mary Alacoque. She described how, in prayer, she had a vision of Jesus. In her vision she saw his wounded heart, on fire with love. He said: “Behold this heart which has loved men so much and has received such little love in return.” She painted a picture of the heart as she saw it, with the wound of the lance in its side, a crown of thorns about it, a cross above it and flames surrounding it. This image has been reproduced all over the world. Devotion to the Sacred Heart spread rapidly, and now in most Catholic churches and many homes there is an image of Christ pointing to the heart visible in his breast. The devotion to the sacred Heart has been accepted officially and encouraged by the Church, and there is a Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, celebrated on the eighth day after the great Feast of the Blessed Sacrament, Corpus Christ.

    The Catholic religion, then, embraces the whole of life. The Church provides opportunity for her children to bring prayer and pious practices into the whole of the day. Catholic prayer books contain many prayers and devotions. The following are some simple prayers commonly said morning, noon and evening.

MORNING PRAYER

    O God, we set about our tasks today with a surer tread, because of him who served in the carpenter’s shop in Nazareth; we set about our dealings with other people with a new expectancy, because of the glorious thing he made of living. And when our work is done, and our life spent, we shall not be afraid of death, because we know we shall enter its mystery with him --- and in expectation of the larger life he has promised us.

    And with this assurance, our horizons are immensely widened!

    We give you praise, now and forever! Amen.

· Our Father …………….
· Hail Mary……………….
· Glory be to the Father…..
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PRAYER DURING THE DAY

(Scripture Reflection)

    “This, then, is what I pray, kneeling before the Father, from whom every family, whether spiritual or natural, takes its name:

    Out of his infinite glory, may he give you the power through his Spirit for your hidden self to grow strong, so that Christ may live in your hearts through faith, and then, planted in love and built on love, you will with all the saints have strength to grasp the breadth and the length, the height and the depth; until, knowing the love of Christ, which is beyond all knowledge, you are filled with utter fullness of God.

    Glory be to him whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine; glory be to him from generation to generation in the Church and in Christ Jesus for ever and ever. Amen.”

(Ephesians: 3: 14-21)

NIGHT PRAYER

(Scripture Reflection)

    “Before faith came, we were allowed no freedom by the Law; we were being looked after till faith was revealed. The Law was to be our guardian until the Christ came and we could be justified by faith. Now that that time has come we are no longer under that guardian, and you are, all of you, sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus. All baptized in Christ, you have all clothed yourselves in Christ, and there are no more distinctions between Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female, but all of you are one in Christ Jesus. Merely by belonging to Christ you are the posterity of Abraham, the heirs he was promised.”

(Galatians: 3: 23-29)

· Examination of conscience
· Act of sorrow.
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                       +              +              +

POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Do you think it is necessary to live  a religion before one can understand it properly? Give some reasons for your opinion.
2. Many devotional practices are helpful to some people but not to others. What practices help you to pray better: set prayers? Bible readings? Rosary? Family prayers/ spontaneous prayer? Etc?
3. suggest thoughts for an examination of conscience. How does self examination help us to be better Christians?
4. Compose a simple prayer that you would teach your own child to say at bed time.
5. Some people say they prefer to pray alone. Why is it necessary to pray also with others?
6. How much do you know about the life of your patron saint?
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Eternal Life

A Christian funeral is a solemn but not a gloomy occasion. The violet vestments and sad music fit in with the mood of the mourners, who naturally grieve at the loss of a dear one. But the main note in the liturgy is one of quiet hope, and even joy, at the thought of the happiness which awaits the good. St. Paul tells the Thessalonians that they are not to grieve over the dead as do those who have no hope, “for since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep” (1 Thess. 4, 14). Death is an entrance into rest and the beginning of a fuller life in Christ.

                         +              +              +

Rest in Peace

The Mass of the dead is called a Requiem, which means “rest”. The words of the Liturgy express this well, “Eternal rest give unto them, O Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon them.” “May the souls of the faithful departed, through the mercy of God, rest in peace. Amen.” The letters R.I.P. carved on tombstones are the first letters of the Latin prayer. “Requiescat in pace ---- May he rest in peace.”

    Yet this rest is not inactivity. It is rest from struggling, anxiety and grief. For the good man the end of earthly life is the beginning of a fuller and more vigorous life with God.

The Raising of Lazarus

As the coffin is lowered into the grave, the priest sprinkles it with Holy Water, saying: “I am the 
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resurrection and the life.” These words were spoken by Christ on the occasion when he raised Lazarus from the dead. This is described in the eleventh chapter of St. John’s Gospel.

    The two sisters of Lazarus, Martha and Mary, sent a message to Jesus: “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” Jesus did not come immediately and Lazarus had been dead four days when he arrived. Martha said: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Jesus replied: “Your brother will rise again.” She said: “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” Then Jesus spoke these sublime words”

“I am the resurrection and the life;

he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in me shall never die.”

    They went to the tomb and Jesus asked that it should be opened. Martha told him that the body would now be corrupt. Nevertheless, the grave was opened and Jesus cried out: “Lazarus, come out.” And he who had been dead came out (John 11, 1-44).

Christ gives eternal life

Jesus worked this miracle chiefly to demonstrate his power to give life---eternal life. This was the purpose of his coming into the world. He said to Nicodemus: “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3, 16).

    The raising of Lazarus is an illustration of his words quoted in the fifth chapter of St. John.

“For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself, and has given him authority to execute judgment, because he is the Son of man. Do not marvel at this; for the hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and come forth, those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of judgment” (John 5, 26-29).
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Resurrection in Christ

Christ rose from the dead. All united to him will rise
with him. He sends his Spirit into all who believe in him, and those who have his Spirit dwelling within them when their earthly life ends will rise with him.

    St. Paul returns frequently to this theme. For example, in the eighth chapter of his letter to the Romans he says: “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies” (Rom. 8, 11). In the fifteenth chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians he writes: “How can some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead? But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain.” He goes on to state triumphantly that this faith is not in vain: “In fact Christ has been raised from the dead.” Hence death for the Christian true to Christ has no terrors. “Death is swallowed up in victory. O death, where is thy victory? O death, where is thy sting?” (1 Cor. 15, 12-58).

    Yet the death of the just prompts serious thoughts, for after death comes judgment. As Christ says, “those who have done good will come forth to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of judgment.”

The Judgment

All men are judged at the moment of death. “It is appointed for men to die once, and after that comes judgment” (Hebr. 9, 27). This judgment is not like a trial in a court of Law. There is no need for Lawyers to discover the facts and speak for the defence or prosecution. At death a man passes out of the shadows of ignorance and self-deception into the light of God. Then he sees himself as he really is. He see how he has offended God and his neighbour, and how he has failed to live up to the standards God set for him. All faults are revealed in God’s light, as specks of dust are revealed in a sunbeam. Those who love God yet are sinful cannot bear this light and shrink from it in pain. Those who love evil hate the
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 light and flee from it. St. John in his third chapter tells how Christ described the judgment.

“And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather

 than light, because their deeds were evil. For every one who does evil hates the light, and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed. But he who does what is true comes to the light, that it may be clearly seen that his deeds have been wrought in God” (John 3, 19-21).

    There are some who die firm friends of God, loving the light. They were cleansed during their life through the sacrifice of Christ and the prayers, sufferings and good deeds they offered up in union with that sacrifice. These will enter immediately into the glory of God’s presence and be happy with him for ever. But most of the good are not wholly good at death. There is darkness in them as well as light. There is uncleanness in them as well as purity. St. John says of the heavenly city that “nothing unclean shall enter it” (Rev. 21, 27). They will thank God that after death there is an opportunity for them to be purified, as gold is purged of dross in the furnace. The place of purification is called Purgatory.

Purgatory

Even before the coming of Christ God’s people knew that the dead would have to make amends for their sins, and that those on earth could help them by prayer and sacrifices. The twelfth chapter of the second Book of Machabees tells how Judas Machabeus, the pious Jewish general, collected a large sum of money to have sacrifices offered in the Temple for those of his soldiers who had fallen in battle. The sacred author says: “It is a holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead, that they may be loosed from sins” (2 Mach. 12, 46). This book is classified by Protestants as apocryphal, that is, good and useful for instruction but not having the same authority as the other books of the Bible. But the Church since the days of the Apostles has always classed it as truly part of the Bible and as much the Word of God as the rest. It certainly gives us the
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 teaching of God’s people before the coming of Christ.

    Christ in his Church has given us fuller knowledge of how the dead are purified. They are cleansed through suffering.

The Suffering of Purgatory

The chief suffering of Purgatory is the loss of the vision of God. The Christian after death is no longer distracted by the pleasures of the world and his mind is no longer darkened by falsehood. He knows now that he can find full happiness only in the vision of God. Now he loves God more than ever before and yearns more intensely to see him. But he knows that his sinfulness makes this impossible. His yearning and his sorrow cause intense suffering which purges him of the dross of sin.

    He has joy in his suffering because he knows it will soon end and he will see God face to face and be happy with him for ever. An old hymn says of Purgatory:

“O place of happy pains,

     and land of dear desires,

where love divine detains

    glad souls among sweet fires.”

Prayers for the Dead

Those in Purgatory are not alone in their suffering. They are members of the Body of Christ and are assisted by all the other members. When one part of the human body is in pain or distress, all the other parts assist it. The same is true of the members of Christ’s Body. The saints in Heaven assist those in Purgatory by their prayers. Those on earth assist them by their prayers and sufferings. The Church from earliest times has offered up the Mass for the repose of those in Purgatory and encouraged Catholics to pray and make sacrifices for them. Inscriptions on the graves of the early Christians, and the prayers of the Church in her liturgy, testify to the constant belief that the living can help the “faithful departed.”
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Hell

Those who die loving evil and hating the light of God banish themselves from his presence for ever. The state in which these live is called in English “Hell”, a word which means a hole or pit. In the Creed as translated into English we say that Christ “descended into Hell.” But this refers to the place of the dead where the just men who died before Christ were
detained, awaiting their redemption through Christ’s death and resurrection. We usually call this Limbo. Christ called it Abraham’s bosom (Luck 16, 22) or Paradise (Luke 23, 43). We find reference to it also in Eph. 4, 9 and in 1. Pet. 3, 19. The Hell of the damned is a very different state.

    God does not desire the unhappiness of anyone. He “desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2, 4). It is the sinner who shuts himself off from God. We have experience of men in this life who will suffer utter misery rather than admit themselves to be sinners and give up the hatred which burns in them. Those in Hell are fixed in stubborn hatred for ever.

    The greatest pain of Hell is the pain of loss. The wicked know that they are made for god and yet they have shut themselves off from him and deprived themselves of the only true joy. They burn with remorse, cursing and hating themselves for their folly. Yet they continue to hate God and all that is good. Hatred and remorse gnaw eternally within them. Jesus used of the damned the vivid expression of the prophet Isaiah, “their worm shall not die, their fire shall not be quenched” (Is. 66, 24; Mark 9, 48).

Hell-fire

Jesus frequently warned his hearers of the eternal punishment of the wicked, and used the word “fire” to describe it. The fifth chapter of St. Matthew’s Gospel quotes many of his beautiful and consoling words. Yet among them are several treats of eternal punishment for the wicked and one direct reference to “the hell of fire” (Matt. 5, 22).
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    Many of the parables he used to point his lessons contain warnings of eternal punishment  by fire. The parable of the tares, or weeds, describes how a farmer separates weeds from the wheat and burns them. The lesson is, so shall God’s angels do to the wicked, “they will gather out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evil-doers, and throw them into the furnace of fire; there men will weep and gnash their teeth” (Matt. 13, 41-42).

    In the parable of the selfish rich man, Dives, and the beggar, Lazarus, whom he refused to help, Dives from Hell cries to Abraham in Heaven: “I am in 
anguish in this flame” (Luke 16, 19-31). He asks that Lazarus be allowed to put a drop of water on his tongue. But Abraham tells him that there is a great gulf between them which cannot be bridged.

    The New Testament in many other places makes it clear that there is eternal suffering for the damned, and Christ used the word “fire” to describes it. Since he had at his command the whole of human language, this is the best word to describe it. It cannot be the same as earthly fire. This destroys what it burns and affects the senses of the body. The sufferings of Hell are eternal and affect the spirit. The fire, then, remains a mystery, but we cannot dismiss it as merely a figure of speech.

The Fire of Love

This we can say, that God’s love is a furnace of intense yet calm fire. Only those who have that fire within them can be at peace with him. Those in Purgatory burn with love. Painful because it is not intense enough for them to be at one with him, yet calm because they are full of hope.

    Hatred also is a fire which gives fuel to its own flames. Those in Hell are on fire with hatred of God, of themselves and of all others. Love alone can quench this fire of hatred. Since the damned are fixed in their refusal to love, they burn with hatred for ever. “Their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched” (Mark 9, 48; Is. 66, 24).
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The Final Coming of Christ

Christ will return in glory at the end of time. When he was tried before the Court of the High Priest, he was asked: “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?” He replied: “I am; and you will see the Son of man sitting at the right hand of Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven” (Mark 14, 61-62). He will return to the earth and show that he is the Lord of all Creation and has triumphed over evil once and for all. His description of this, under the image of a great judgment, is given in the twenty-fifth chapter of St. Matthew’s Gospel:

“When the Son of man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all

 the nations, and he will separate them one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will place the sheep at his right hand, but the goats at the left. Then the King will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world . . . “

    Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels . . . ‘

    And they will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” (Matt. 25, 31-46).

Heaven

Those who die loving God will live with him for ever in union with Jesus Christ. This state of happiness is called Heaven.

    We do not know where Heaven is or what it is like, nor can we imagine it. Its chief joy will be to know God as he is. In the third chapter of his first letter, St. John says: “Beloved, we are God’s children now; it does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3, 2). In the seventeenth chapter of his Gospel he quotes these words of Jesus, “And this is eternal life, that they know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent” (John 17, 3).

288

The Beatific Vision

Heaven, then, is to see and love God, who is all beauty and truth. This is called the Beatific Vision.

    To know the truth and appreciate beauty are among the greatest of human joys. But in this life truth is learnt laboriously and is known only dimly. It is like looking into one of those mirrors of beaten metal used in the ancient world, which gave a dim and blurred refection. St. Paul, in his famous hymn in praise of love, the thirteenth chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians, says: “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face” (1 Cor. 13, 12). In the brilliant vision of God the blessed see clearly all beauty and all truth.

    But love is greater than knowledge. Love gives
the greatest joy to the human heart. The full knowledge of God is a thrilling ecstasy of love. So brilliant is the vision of him enjoyed by those in Heaven, that they need to receive from God a special power, which enables them to see him and not be blinded by the sight.

    This vision brings perfect joy. Jesus called Heaven “the joy of your master” (Matt. 25, 21-23). Unlike human joy, it will not be short-lived, but will last for ever. Jesus said: “No one will take your joy from you” (John 16, 22). It will be an ecstacy full of peace. On earth men experience joy in love, but there are always partings, sufferings and human failings to spoil it. In heaven nothing will spoil it. It is thus described in the twenty-first chapter 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).

The Glorious Company

Those in heaven enjoy the glorious company of Christ, his Mother, the angels and all the blessed. After the final resurrection of the dead, all in Heaven
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 will have glorious bodies. As St. Paul says, in the fifteenth chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians, they will be human bodies, yet completely changed, as the seed planted in the ground is changed into the golden ear of wheat. So the risen bodies will be the same as the earthly, but with a new splendour. “We shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye . . . For this perishable nature must put on the imperishable, and this mortal nature must put on immortality” (1 Cor. 15, 51-53). The risen bodies will be free and swift as the air, like the body of Christ, which passed through the walls of the Upper Room and rose above the clouds on Ascension Day.

    St. John, in his Revelation, suggests that the blessed shall join in some wonderful form of liturgy, in which they will rejoice together and give glory to God for ever.

“And from the throne came a voice crying, ‘Praise

 our God, all you his servants, you who fear him, small and great.’ Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the sound of many waters and like the sound of mighty thunderpeals, crying, ‘Hallelujah ! For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory’” (Rev. 19, 5-7).

“All things new”

At the final coming of Christ on the Last Day the dead shall rise and the blessed will have glorified bodies. The whole universe will be changed, cleansed and made splendid, to share in the glory of risen man as it shared in man’s fall. As St. Paul says, in the eighth chapter of his letter to the Romans: “The creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8, 21). St. John in his revelation says: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away . . . And he who sat upon the throne said, ‘Behold, I make all things new’” (Rev. 21, 1-5).
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                        +             +             +

Pope John XXIII was admired by men of all religions because of his simple goodness, cheerfulness and loving kindness. He had a way of stating great truths in the simple language learnt from the peasant farmers among whom he was reared. He died on Whit Monday, 3rd June, 1963. He knew long before his death that he was suffering from an incurable disease, but he carried on working till he could no longer stand.

    When congratulated on his eighty-first birthday, he said: “Any day is a good day on which to be born, and any day is a good day on which to die. We are ready when God calls.’ About the same time he said: ‘God did not make this beautiful world to be a cemetery.”

     Five day before his death, he said to those at his bedside. “Do not worry about me. My bags are packed and I am ready, in fact very ready, to leave.” When they told him that he had only a few hours to
 live, he said: “Well, this is not a time to cry. This is a moment of joy and glory.”

    This calm faith in eternal life, and this detachment from the things of the world, are marks of the holy Christian. This longing to go to God is the mark of a saint. The early Christians expressed in the liturgy their longing for the coming of Christ and the glory of Heaven with the cry, “Maran atha”, which means, “Come quickly!” St. John ends his Revelation, the last book of the Bible, with this cry. It is fitting that the Bible should end on this joyful note.

“He who testifies to these things says, ‘Surely I am coming soon! Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 22, 20).
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POINTS FOR DISCUSSION

1. In what way do you see the resurrection of Christ as a pledge of a future life in heaven? What did Christ say about this when bringing Lazarus back to life?

2. The word Purgatory is not used in the Bible. What are the reasons for believing in such a state of purification after death?

3. “The custom of praying for the dead is one of the most consoling of all Christian traditions”. Discuss this statement. Do you agree or disagree?

4. “If there is not hell, Christ is a liar”. Do you agree with this? Give your reasons.

5. Why do we believe that Christ will come again at the end of the world?

6. Can you quote St. John’s description of heaven. (Rev. 21, 3-4). It is worth learning by heart.
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Prayers
Sign of the Cross

    In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

The Lord’s Prayer

   Our Father Who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name; Thy kingdom come; Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us from evil. Amen.

Prayer For Blessing

God, our Father,

Bless my home and keep it safe;

Bless my work that I may do it for your glory;

Bless all who are suffering or in want;

Give me the strength to accept every

opportunity of relieving their want.

May the Lord bless us and defend us from

all evil and bring us to eternal life. Amen.

Morning Prayer

Come, Holy Spirit of God, and fill my heart with your love. Help me to love and serve my neighbour so that wherever I go this day there may be peace and happiness. Keep me, my God, free from sin and evil in my thoughts, words and actions, so that in al things I may do your will.

Act of Contrition

My God,

I am sorry for my sins with all my heart.

In choosing to do wrong

and failing to do good,

I have sinned against you 

whom I should love above all things.

I firmly intend, with your help,

to do penance,

to sin no more,

and to avoid what ever leads me to sin.

Our Saviour Jesus Christ

suffered and died for us.

In his name, my God, have mercy.
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Prayer of St. Ignatius

Teach us, good Lord, to serve you as you deserve; to give and not to count the cost, to fight and not to heed the wounds, to toil and not to seek for rest, to labour and not to ask for any reward save that of knowing that we do your holy will. 

Glory to God

Glory to God in the highest,

and peace to his people on earth.

Lord God, heavenly King,

almighty God and Father,

we worship you, we give you thanks,

we praise you for your glory.

Lord Jesus Christ, only Son of the Father,

Lord God, Lamb of God,

you take away the sin of the world:

have mercy on us;

you are seated at the right hand of the Father:

receive our prayer. 

For you alone are the Holy One,

you alone are the Lord,

you alone are the Most High,

Jesus Christ,

with the Holy Spirit,

in the glory of God the Father. Amen.

Prayer of St. Francis

Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace; where there is hatred, let me sow love; where there is injury, pardon; where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness, light; and where there is sadness, joy.

    O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled, as to console; to be understood, as to understand; to be loved, as to love; for it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen.
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Prayer for Faith

O great and glorious God and my Lord Jesus Christ, enlighten I pray You, the darkness of my mind. Give me a right faith, a firm hope and a perfect charity. Grant that I may know You. O Lord, in order that I

 may always and in all things act according to Your most holy and perfect will. Amen.

A Prayer for the Dead

    Eternal rest give unto them, O Lord, and let your perpetual light shine upon them. May they rest in peace. Amen.

Glory be to the Father

    Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit. As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.

The Rosary

    When we say the Rosary, we meditate on the life of Jesus Christ and on the glory of heaven. Each part of the Rosary is devoted to a particular incident in the life of Christ. We meditate on each of them for as long as it takes us to say the “Our Father” once and the “Hail Mary” ten times. In this way we are doing what the early Church did, “devoting ourselves to prayer with Mary, the mother of Jesus” (Acts 1. 140. She will help us to understand Jesus as only a mother can.

    The joyful mysteries or incidents we meditate on are: The Annunciation (Luke 1.26), the Visitation (Luke 1. 39), The Birth of Jesus Christ (Luke 2.6). The Presentation in the Temple (Luke 2.22) and The Finding of the Child Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2.41). There are also sorrowful mysteries and glorious mysteries of the Rosary on which we meditate. We use Rosary Beads to help us to count the prayers.

    The “Hail Mary”, one of the popular Catholic prayers, is based on the Gospel of St. Luke, chapter 1: Hail, Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you: blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now, and at the hour of our death. Amen. 
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