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By John David Young
I know that I was not the first Protestant to learn the truth about the Catholic Church; I am sure that this is a story you could probably hear from countless other people, changing only the names and places. I know that many have walked the road that I have; that road which leads home, to Rome! 

I was born in 1975 to two God-fearing Southern Baptists in Dallas, Texas. My father had grown up Methodist, but became Baptist when he married my mother in 1968. From what my father has said, his family was mostly Methodist. His father and his paternal grandfather were both Thirty-Third Degree Masons. My father's paternal grandfather's father was even the founding pastor of the First Methodist Church of Dallas. Though I have heard the history of my father's family, I myself knew only a very few of them. A great majority of my mother's family was Baptist, with a smattering of Methodists here and there. I am fairly certain of one thing, however: there were no Catholics. 

Since a very young age, I can remember going to church and Sunday school on Sunday mornings to listen to the preacher and my Sunday school teachers talk about Jesus, and how He would save us from the fires of Hell. Every Sunday morning, my parents and I would sing in church and listen to the sermons. Though we didn't usually attend the Sunday evening services, I knew that once a month on a Sunday evening, an event called The Lord's Supper would happen. At this Lord's Supper, the preacher would begin passing around large round trays made of chrome. One of the trays had tiny crackers on it, and the other one had little cups of grape juice. I can remember that before I was baptized I wanted to take part in this event, but my parents would not let me. They did not explain why I shouldn't, other than I hadn't been baptized yet. Just as it is in the Catholic Church, Baptism is an initiation of sorts into the active life of the church community. (Of course, to a Catholic, it is that and much more. I would not know this until much later.) A few years went by, and when I was about eight years old, I decided that I wanted to be "saved" and get baptized. To get "saved," you would pray a little prayer like, "Dear Jesus, please come into my heart and forgive me of all of my sins. I ask you to become my personal Lord and Savior. All these things I pray in Jesus' name. Amen." From a Baptist viewpoint, being baptized is only a symbol, and nothing more. In other words, for a Baptist, baptism isn't really necessary for salvation. After I got baptized, I was able to partake in the Lord's Supper. I asked my father what the Lord's Supper meant, and he said that it represented the body and the blood of Jesus. That is to say, it represented the sacrifice that He made for us on the Cross. My father then read the passage from a King James Bible that told about the establishment of what we called The Lord's Supper: "And he took bread, and gave thanks, and brake it, and gave unto them, saying, This is my body which is given for you: this do in remembrance of me. Likewise also the cup after supper, saying, This cup is the new testament in my blood, which is shed for you." (Luke 22:19-20, KJV) I asked why it was that we only did this once a month, and even then at the evening service (most people went to the morning service). My father thought about it for a minute, then he said that the Catholics do it every Sunday at all of their services. (In actuality, most Catholic churches have at least one Mass every day except Good Friday; Catholics are bound to attend Mass only on Sundays and Holy Days of Obligation.) He said that perhaps we do it less often so as not to imitate them. As you can imagine, I did not understand this for what it was. The Baptists, and many other Protestant groups, were concerned that the "Lord's Supper" would become the focus of the church service rather than the sermon. Though there are some Protestant churches that have communion every Sunday, none of them place the same importance on the Eucharist that the Catholic Church does.

My father had nothing personal against Catholics; in fact, of all the people in my family, he probably liked them more than anyone else in our family did. My mother had a problem with the Catholic Church, but if you asked her why, she really couldn't tell you. She would give the same rote answers that many Protestants had been giving for centuries. "They worship the Pope, Mary, and the Saints." "They think a person can forgive their sins rather than God." 
She couldn't explain why she believed these things, or in the case of the last statement, she couldn't explain why a person couldn't say that your sins are forgiven. When I finally asked her why she thought a person could not forgive sins after the Bible said that Christ gave that power to the Apostles, she said she'd just rather confess directly to God. I believe that the real reason that she did not like Catholicism was because her father did not like it. I really believe that was the main reason. For some reason, my maternal grandfather (whom we have always called "Smittie") has a fairly wide streak of anti-Catholicism in him. Even as a child, I remembered him complaining every time the Pope was on television or in the newspaper. Whenever we were at a restaurant or shopping and we saw someone with a large family (four or five kids or more), he would often joke that they must be Catholic. The ironic thing about his dislike of the Church is that virtually all of his friends (excepting those from his church) since he became an adult were Catholic. I don't think that he had anything personal against individual Catholics; it was the Church that bothered him. Smittie was in England during World War II, and he found many friends there, all Catholic. He always spoke highly of them. He missed them all very much, too; all but a few of them had been killed in the war and those few survivors had died since. To this day, I do not know what makes Smittie think that the Church is somehow diabolical or at the very least, misled. I've often wondered if it had something to do with his association with Freemasonry. By the way, he is a Third Degree Mason (Master Mason), though he has not been an active Mason for many years.

Now you can see where I came from. A Southern Baptist upbringing with lots of anti-Catholic influence from just about everyone in my family and my church, with the possible exception of my father. If, when I was in high school, someone had told me that I would one day become Catholic, I would have literally laughed in his face. By the time I was fifteen, I had truly learned to have contempt for the Catholic Church. Not Catholic people, you understand, just the beliefs of and possibly the clergy of the Church. I figured that most Catholics were simply misled, and too ignorant to realize it. After all, "everyone knows" that Catholics are forbidden to read the Bible, right?! [a common Protestant myth]

I entered high school and turned fifteen at about the same time, and high school was a much bigger place than the middle school where I had attended. I decided to get involved in some of the clubs in school to make friends, and one of the clubs was called Raiders for Christ (the Raiders was the school mascot). This club was made up of mostly Protestant and "Evangelical" Christians of various denominations. In the meetings, we talked about "witnessing" to people, getting "saved," and how we should carry our Bible around as a good example to others. I decided that I would try to talk to people in classes and invite them to church with me. From some people, I got a fairly good response. Some would say they had already been "saved," and currently attended another church. Some would say that they had been "saved" and that they felt that church was not necessary because they read the Bible often anyway. I had no problem with these people. However, I ran into some that caused problems. As you can guess, these were the Catholics. 
Many Catholics that I met did not know their faith very well, but they did go to Mass every Sunday. I derided them for not knowing why they believed the things that they believed. I said that it was apparent that the Catholic Church was based on blind faith and that reason was nowhere to be found. I told several people that if they did not renounce the Catholic Church and accept Christ as their "personal Lord and Savior," that they would most certainly go to Hell. I'm sure that these people did not appreciate what I was saying, and I am quite thankful that they were more charitable to me than I was to them. One particular Catholic with whom I made friends was a teacher at the school. In fact, she was one of the sponsors of an extra-curricular organization of which I was a member for three years. She knew her faith VERY well, and for that I am glad. I admit, however, it was quite frustrating at times. After all, I couldn't win a debate with her. While she did not convert me to Catholicism, she did put me on the right track. I quit harassing the Catholics so much and tried to see them as fellow Christians rather than "the enemy."

I graduated from high school, still a Baptist, though not a particularly devout one anymore. I didn't go to church very often, and I had begun to lose faith; not so much in God as in being Baptist. I felt that there were contradictions between what the Bible says and what the Baptists teach. For instance, Baptists teach that once you are "saved," you are always "saved." That is practically a dogma of the Baptist Church, as well as some other Protestant churches: "once saved, always saved." The problem here, is that there is no support in the Bible for this position. Scripture does refute this position: "Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall." (1 Corinthians 10:12, KJV) (If you notice, I quote from the King James Version of the Bible because it is the universally accepted version of the Bible in Protestant churches.) Considering that a favorite saying of the Baptists was "No creed but the Bible," you can see why I was beginning to be skeptical. Here are some more (though certainly not all) doctrinal paradoxes:
	The Baptist Myth
	What the (King James) Bible Says

	"Alcoholic beverages are inherently bad."
	"Drink no longer water, but use a little wine for thy stomach's sake and thine often infirmities." (1 Timothy 5:23, KJV)
"So Jesus came again into Cana of Galilee, where he made the water wine." (John 4:46, KJV)

	"Dancing is bad."
	"And David danced before the LORD with all his might; and David was girded with a linen ephod." (2 Samuel 6:14, KJV)

	"Salvation (being saved) occurs in an instant."
	"Wherefore, my beloved, as ye have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling." (Philippians 2:12, KJV)

	"We only need Scripture, not traditions."

(This is an attack on the Catholic belief in Sacred Tradition. It is a pillar of the Protestant Reformation known as Sola Scriptura)
	"Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye withdraw yourselves from every brother that walketh disorderly, and not after the tradition which he received of us." (2 Thessalonians 3:6, KJV)

	"Everyone can interpret Scripture for him/herself."

(In other words, we don’t need an authoritative body like the Magisterium, or teaching office, of the Catholic Church to interpret for us.)
	"Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture is of any private interpretation." (2 Peter 1:20, KJV)

	"Faith alone, not works, will get you saved."

(This is one of the other main principles of the Protestant Reformation: it is called Sola Fide)
	"For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also." (James 2:26, KJV)


 

The list is seemingly endless, so I’ll stop here. As you can see, many of the beliefs of both the Protestant Reformation in general as well as the Southern Baptist Convention were at odds with the Bible. And not just any Bible, but even the one that the Protestants so cherished! (Rest assured, these verses are not much different in a Catholic Bible.) 

At any rate, I was nineteen years old, and attending a major public university. I was exposed to many things that I had never been around before, mostly because my parents were somewhat over-protective of me. I felt quite far from God during my first year in college. Toward the end of my freshman year, my girlfriend from high school, whom I had been dating for over three years, and I broke up. I started dating a younger Catholic girl who lived in the Dallas area. Her uncle was actually a bishop in the northeastern United States. She was not particularly devout, but at the time, it didn’t matter to me. Actually, I figured that if we ended up together it would be easy to convert her to Protestantism and away from the Catholic Church. After we had been dating for about a month, her sister was graduating from high school, so I went to see her sister’s baccalaureate Mass. I had never been to a Mass before; I had been inside a Catholic church maybe once or twice before in my whole life. When I got home that night, I cried because I thought that since she was Catholic, she would be doomed to Hell if I couldn’t help her "see the light". However, the more I thought about what I had seen, the more intrigued I became.

First of all, the Mass was not what I had been told that it was: a pagan ceremony. To those of you reading this who are Catholic, this may seem humorous, but many Protestants, especially those leaning toward "fundamentalism," seem to think that Catholics are pagans or Satan worshippers or something along those lines. I don’t know where this myth got started, but I would sure love to put it to rest. For those of you not familiar with the Mass, here is the basic structure:

Mass of Pope Paul VI, 1970 (also called the Novus Ordo Missae)
Introductory Rites (The priest says, “+ In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”)
Greeting
Penitential Rite (sometimes omitted; the priest and congregation recite a prayer that confesses our sinful nature and our sin [not individual sins] to one another; is NOT the same as receiving the
Sacrament of Penance ["going to confession"])
Kyrie (“Lord, have mercy”)
Gloria (“Glory to God in the highest, and on Earth, peace to men of goodwill”)
Opening Prayer
Liturgy of the Word (from the First Reading until after the General Intercessions)
First Reading (a passage from the Old Testament)
Responsorial Psalm (an excerpt from one of the Psalms, sometimes sung)
Second Reading (a passage from the New Testament, not from the Gospels)
Alleluia or Gospel Acclamation (verse sung before the Gospel reading)
Gospel (Gospel reading always read by either a deacon or a priest)
Homily (The homily is a sermon that relates to the Gospel reading.)
Profession of Faith (recitation of the Nicene Creed, a basic statement of beliefs)
General Intercessions (prayers of the clergy and the congregation)
Liturgy of the Eucharist (lasts from the Preparation until the end of Mass; Eucharist = Lord’s Supper)
Preparation of the Altar and the Gifts
(the priest receives the bread and wine from members of the congregation if an offering is collected)
Prayer over the Gifts (the priest calls God’s blessing upon the bread and wine)
Eucharistic Prayer
Preface
Acclamation
Memorial Acclamation
Concluding Doxology
Communion Rite (The priest “confects” or consecrates the bread and wine, turning them into the Body and Blood of Christ.)
Lord’s Prayer (the “Our Father”)
Doxology
Sign of Peace (The priest greets those near the altar such as altar servers and deacons, and the members of the congregation greet one another, saying, “Peace be with you.”)
Breaking of the Bread (The priest prepares to distribute the Body and Blood of Christ.)
Communion (The congregation receives the Body and Blood of Christ.)
Prayer after Communion (The priest and congregation pray silently after Communion.)
Concluding Rite
Blessing (“May almighty God bless you, + Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”)
Dismissal (“The Mass is ended, let us go in peace to love and serve the Lord.”)
At the time I didn’t know, but after I talked to my girlfriend about it, I found out that virtually every Mass follows this order. By the way, while most parts of the Mass were exclusively in Latin in the Roman Rite until the mid-1960s, about ninety-five percent of all Masses now are in the vernacular language, and now take the above form.
Information on Latin Masses
I had a lot of problems with Catholicism. What the Church believed (or at least what I thought they believed) was quite different from what I was taught as a Southern Baptist and as a Protestant. I figured that to find out what the Church really believed, I should read some books on theology written by Catholics. Perhaps this would shed some light on why Catholics believed what they did. Following this paragraph are statements or beliefs to which I objected, and then the answers that I found to those objections.

1. The "Lord’s Supper", or Eucharist, is the true Body and Blood of Christ, and not just a symbol.
2. Catholics pray to Mary and the other saints.
3. Catholics confess their sins to a priest, rather than directly to God.
4. It is believed by many Protestants that the Church that Christ envisioned did not have a definite structure or hierarchy. It is supposed to be an "invisible" Church.
5. The Mass is more than a simple worship service; it is a true sacrifice that may be applied to the souls of both the living and the dead.
6. The souls of the faithful departed who were not free of all (venial) sin, or who have not done sufficient penance for mortal sins that have already been forgiven, upon their deaths are cleansed in Purgatory before entering Heaven.
7. The Catholic Church is the original Church; that is to say, it is the Church that was founded by Christ Himself.
8. Protestants use the Bible as their sole rule of faith. The Bible did not just fall out of Heaven. Where did it come from?
9. The Ten Commandments forbids idolatry, yet Catholics pray in front of statues and paintings, among other things. Does this not offend God?
10. Why do Catholics feel that the Pope has so much authority?
1. The "Lord’s Supper", or Eucharist, is the true Body and Blood of Christ, and not just a symbol.
One big problem that I had with Catholic belief was that of transubstantiation. Transubstantiation is the word used to describe the miracle that happens when the priest consecrates the bread and the wine during the Mass. When he does this, the bread and wine become the actual Body and Blood of Our Lord Jesus Christ. While the appearances (or accidents, as they are sometimes called) of bread and wine remain, the substance is wholly replaced miraculously by Christ’s flesh and blood, body and soul, Divinity and humanity. Catholics call this the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. The word Eucharist comes from the Greek word eucaristia (eucharistia) which means "thanksgiving." When a priest consecrates bread and wine, it is said that he "confects" the Eucharist. Obviously, as a Baptist, I did not believe this at all. I believed that the bread and wine (grape juice in a Baptist church) were ONLY symbols, and nothing more. When I read the Bible, though, Christ did say "This is my body…this is my blood?" NOT "This represents my body, etc." As a Baptist, I had always believed that the Bible was to be believed literally, so to believe that the Eucharist was merely a symbol would have been difficult in light of that Scripture. 
Also, St. Paul said, "Wherefore whosoever shall eat this bread, and drink this cup of the Lord, unworthily, shall be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup. For he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to himself, not discerning the Lord’s body." (1 Corinthians 11:27-29, KJV) It really didn’t make a whole lot of sense that God would hold us responsible for Christ’s death for "unworthily" partaking of some crackers and wine. However, if these things actually were the Body and Blood of Christ, it would all make sense!
2. Catholics pray to Mary and the other saints.
One problem that almost all Protestants have is the idea of praying to saints. A saint is someone whom we Catholics believe is already in Heaven. Also, only those who lived exemplary lives ever acquire the title "Saint." Several miracles must have been performed because of prayers to the saint-to-be after their death before the Church will consider them for canonization (sainthood). (Before someone is declared a saint, the Church "beatifies" the person. This means that the person was found worthy of veneration because of the example that he/she set for us through his/her life. Those who are beatified have the title "Blessed.") These miracles are evidence that the person is in fact in Heaven and that their petitions are being fulfilled by God. The idea of praying to saints really should not be that alien to even a Baptist. Both Catholics and Protestants often ask our friends to pray for us. When we Catholics pray to saints, we are asking that they pray to God for us. We are not giving saints the honor that is only due to God. That would be idolatry. The idea of praying is usually linked with worship in a Protestant’s mind, but it is necessary to pray to a saint because the saint is not here, he/she is in Heaven! One might ask, "Why don’t you just ask a friend to pray for you rather than the saints?" We Catholics figure that since the saint is in Heaven and this person obviously had the favor of God, God might be more moved to respond to the prayer of a saint as compared to that of someone here on Earth. Catholics give particular honor and devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary. We give her this honor because she was the mother of Jesus, and since Jesus is God, rightly has the title the Mother of God. The best explanation I ever heard was this: if you went to your best friend’s house, and his mother was there, you wouldn’t ignore her, would you? For this reason, among others, we show Mary a great amount of respect. Mary is said to be the New Eve. In the book of Genesis, the first Eve disobeyed God by eating the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Through this sin, called Original Sin, all of humanity inherited a sinful nature. Because of this sinful nature, we could no longer have communion with God, as Adam and Eve did in the Garden of Eden. God promised that He would send a Redeemer, a Messiah, to save people from their sins. God bestows everyone with Free Will. God chose Mary to be the vessel that brought this Messiah into our world, and she accepted this duty without reservation. She could have refused. It was her choice to be "the handmaid of the Lord" that made her the New Eve. Her choice to bear the Redeemer began the process of redemption which was necessitated by the rebellion of the first Eve. For this reason, we give Mary special honor among the saints. We do not, however, give Mary the honor that is due only to God. Again, that would be idolatry. The devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary that is most well-known is the Rosary.

3. Catholics confess their sins to a priest, rather than directly to God.
Another issue that I had with the Catholic Church was the confession of sins to a priest (called the Sacrament of Penance), rather than to God. As a Baptist, I had always believed that if I confessed my sins to God, they would automatically be forgiven, provided that I was sorry for what I had done. I believed that using a priest or the Church was putting an unnecessary mediator between God and myself. However, Scripture indicates otherwise: "And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost: Whosoever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whosoever sins ye retain, they are retained." (John 20:22-23, KJV) In these verses, Jesus told the Apostles that they had the power to not only forgive sins, but also to not forgive them! If one could simply confess sins to God and have them automatically forgiven, this verse would not make much sense. In order for the Apostles to know whether or not to forgive someone’s sin, they would have to be aware of the sin. In other words, the sinner would have to confess the sin to the Apostle. Now, if the Apostle said that the sinner’s sins were NOT forgiven, it would hardly seem logical that the sinner could then confess his/her sins to God and then have them automatically forgiven. That would negate the authority that Jesus gave to the Apostles! Now, you may wonder where that leaves us today, seeing as all the Apostles died and were canonized long ago. Logically, Christ would not have given such power to these men if that power would die with them. He would have provided for some way that this power could be passed on to future generations. If we are familiar with both the New Testament and with history, we can see how this power was passed on to our day. St. Paul describes the attributes of the early Church: "This is a true saying, if a man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good work. A bishop then must be blameless, the husband of one wife, vigilant, sober, of good behaviour, given to hospitality, apt to teach; not given to wine, no striker, not greedy of filthy lucre; but patient, not a brawler, not covetous; One that ruleth well his own house, having his children in subjection with all gravity; (For if a man know not how to rule his own house, how shall he take care of the church of God?) Not a novice, lest being lifted up with pride he fall into the condemnation of the devil. Moreover he must have a good report of them which are without; lest he fall into reproach and the snare of the devil. Likewise must the deacons be grave, not double-tongued, not given to much wine, not greedy of filthy lucre; Holding the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience. And let these also first be proved; then let them use the office of a deacon, being found blameless. Even so must their wives be grave, not slanderers, sober, faithful in all things. Let the deacons be the husbands of one wife, ruling their children and their own houses well. For they that have used the office of a deacon well purchase to themselves a good degree, and great boldness in the faith which is in Christ Jesus. These things write I unto thee, hoping to come unto thee shortly: But if I tarry long, that thou mayest know how thou oughtest to behave thyself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground of the truth." (1 Timothy 3:1-15, KJV) 

You might notice that the above Scripture speaks of both a bishop and a deacon being "the husband of one wife." What this statement meant was that they could not have more than one wife, as was common practice back then. If you’re wondering about bishops being married, the Church has required that bishops be celibate almost since the beginning of the Church, and has required that priests be celibate in the Western Church (that is to say, the Roman Rite, which comprises about 95% of the Catholic Church) since the eleventh century. Deacons in the Church can be married before they become deacons, but cannot marry after becoming a deacon. However, this is a subject beyond the scope of this discussion. According to history, the Apostles were the first bishops. This makes perfect sense since the bishops ran the churches in each city, and the Apostles were the ones appointed by Christ Himself to go throughout the world to spread the gospel. The power that the Apostles (the first bishops) had was given to them by Christ when He breathed on them and said, "Receive ye the Holy Ghost." When Christ did this, He was ordaining the Apostles. It is through ordination (called the Sacrament of Holy Orders) that the power which Christ gave to the Apostles was passed on to the bishops that followed them, up until the present. Of course, the bishops were able to delegate this power to assistants when they ordained presbyters (priests) and deacons. The Catholic Church today and throughout its almost two thousand year history has had both bishops, priests, and deacons. The word priest is actually a distortion of another English word: presbyter. A presbyter is an assistant to the bishop, and is mentioned in the next chapter of the first letter to Timothy: "Till I come, give attendance to reading, to exhortation, to doctrine. Neglect not the gift that is in thee, which was given thee by prophecy, with the laying on of the hands of the presbytery." (I Timothy 4:13-14, KJV) The presbyters, or priests, were necessary to assist the bishop as the churches in the cities and as the Church as a whole grew. It follows that there should not be a bishop at every church in a particular region; otherwise there would be "too many chiefs and not enough Indians" as they say. Each region, called a diocese (sometimes an archdiocese if headed by an archbishop), is an area in which there is one head church, called the cathedral. This church has the bishop as its pastor. There may be other slightly lower-ranking bishops called auxiliary bishops, who assist the bishop at the diocesan headquarters. The other churches in the diocese are headed by priests, who are all subordinate to the head bishop of that diocese. Some of these priests may hold the title "Monsignor" (abbreviated "Msgr."). This title has fallen into disuse, though there are many older monsignori. Monsignor is not a higher rank; it is simply an honorary title, bestowed by the Pope onto a priest who has made a special accomplishment in the Church, or has set a very good example to other Catholics through his life as a priest. An archdiocese is a diocese which has either been historically Catholic, or simply has a much higher proportion of Catholics as compared to neighboring dioceses. Of course, all bishops are subordinate to the Bishop of Rome, who is the Pope. For some reason, the Diocese of Rome is not an archdiocese, even though it is the center of the Catholic Church. So the bishops delegated the powers to forgive and retain sins on to these priests, that they might more readily assist the community of the faithful. Also, the bishops passed on the power to confect the Eucharist to the priests. The Sacrament of Holy Matrimony is not actually conferred by a bishop, priest, or deacon, but is conferred onto a wife by her husband and onto a husband by his wife. The only Sacrament which cannot be given by a priest, but only by a bishop, is that of Holy Orders. The Sacrament of Holy Orders is received by men who are becoming deacons, priests, and bishops. Of course, bishops do retain the power to confer all Sacraments, save Holy Matrimony. One who is "ordained" in the Catholic Church has received the Sacrament of Holy Orders. The ordination of the deacon is necessary so that he may be allowed to read from the Gospel at Mass. Though all confirmed Catholics may be allowed to read the First Reading, Second Reading, or Responsorial Psalm, only one who is ordained may read from the Gospel at Mass. No Sacrament except Baptism can be conferred by a deacon. You should now see why Catholics believe that priests do have the power to forgive sins, and to retain them. It is that same power which Christ originally gave to His Apostles. Also, it is not actually the priest or the bishop that forgives the sins, it is God Himself. Because of the power that Christ gave to the Apostles (which was passed down to subsequent bishops and the priests under them), the priest (or bishop) acts in Persona Christi, which means "in the Person of Christ", when he administers the Sacraments of Penance and Eucharist. What this means is that when the priest says, "I absolve you of your sins in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit," it is as if Christ Himself said, "You are forgiven." When the priest offers the bread and wine at the Mass, it is the same action that Christ performed at the Last Supper when He proclaimed, "This is My body… this is My blood." If you are wondering about how many Sacraments there are, there are exactly seven. No more, no less. These Sacraments are Baptism (though usually conferred by one who is ordained, Baptism can be conferred by anyone, even a non-Christian, as long as the matter, form, and intention of the Sacrament are correct), Confirmation (generally conferred by a bishop, but can be conferred by a priest), Holy Eucharist, Penance, Holy Matrimony, Holy Orders, and Extreme Unction (also called Anointing of the Sick, or informally, the Last Rites).

4. It is believed by many Protestants that the Church that Christ envisioned did not have a definite structure or hierarchy. It is supposed to be an "invisible" Church.
A common objection that non-Catholic Christians have about the Catholic Church is that they believe that Christ did not intend for the Church to be a visible, hierarchical structure, but merely an "invisible Church" made of all the believers in Christ. This seems highly implausible, for several reasons. The first of them deals with the Scriptures quoted above. The fact that St. Paul clearly saw a structure formed by the bishops, the presbyters (priests), and the deacons makes a "structureless" Church seem almost anti-Biblical. Along with the fact that Christ had made St. Peter the head of His Church, one would wonder: "Why would Christ have made Peter the head of His Church, and enlighten Paul as to its structure, if it was to be an 'invisible' and 'structureless' Church?" Another defense against the "invisible Church" hypothesis is this Scripture: "Moreover if thy brother shall trespass against thee, go and tell him his fault between thee and him alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother. 
"But if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one or two more, that in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established. And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church: but if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican." (Matthew 18:15-17, KJV) From this passage, one can deduce that the Church is a body with Divine authority and power, not merely a loose association of the believers in Christ. Christ Himself said, "That they all may be one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one in us: that the world may believe that thou hast sent me. And the glory which thou gavest me I have given them; that they may be one, even as we are one: I in them, and thou in me, that they may be made perfect in one; and that the world may know that thou hast sent me, and hast loved them, as thou hast loved me." (John 17:21-23, KJV) From these and other verses, it would seem that Jesus was quite intent on one body of believers. There are three major divisions within Christianity: Catholicism, (Eastern) Orthodoxy, and Protestantism. Outside of these are churches which have been founded separate from Protestantism within the last century or so (i.e., Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, etc.). Protestantism began in the early sixteenth century with Martin Luther’s revolt and with the founding of the Church of England by King Henry VIII. Most of us only think of "mainline" Protestants such as Lutherans, Episcopals, Methodists, Baptists, and so on. These groups
themselves have split into smaller factions, such as the Southern Baptist Convention and the Missouri Synod of Lutherans. Since then, almost TWENTY THOUSAND sects have splintered from the original Protestants. Eastern Orthodoxy originally split from the Catholic Church in 1054 when the Pope and the Patriarch of Constantinople excommunicated each other. While both sides have lifted the excommunications (the Catholic Church never recognized the legitimacy of the excommunication of the Pope, and I’m certain that the Orthodox never recognized the excommunication by the Pope), the division remained. Since the eleventh century, the Orthodox churches have split, not for doctrinal divisions, but for political ones. Now we have the Greek Orthodox, the Russian Orthodox, the Ukrainian Orthodox, and so on. Considering Christ’s plea for unity, where can one find it? So how do we know what the attributes, or the "marks" of the True Church are? The True Church must have four marks: one (reflecting unity), holy (founded by Christ Himself and therefore indefectible), catholic (not necessarily the proper noun; catholic = universal; in all times and all places, or at least existing from the beginning of the Church and destined for all places), Apostolic (having the authority passed from the Apostles). We know this from ancient Church history: in 325, the Nicene Creed was accepted at the Council of Nicaea as a proper Profession of Faith. In other words, this creed contained the basic beliefs of Christianity. This is the Nicene Creed (the words in brackets were used in the Latin, rather than the original Greek translation):

We believe (I believe) in one God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, and born of the Father before all ages. (God of God) light of light, true God of true God. Begotten not made, consubstantial to the Father, by whom all things were made. Who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven. And was incarnate of the Holy Ghost and of the Virgin Mary and was made man; was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate, suffered and was buried; and the third day rose again according to the Scriptures. And ascended into heaven, sits at the right hand of the Father, and shall come again with glory to judge the living and the dead, of whose Kingdom there shall be no end. And (I believe) in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of life, who proceeds from the Father (and the Son), who together with the Father and the Son is to be adored and glorified, who spoke by the Prophets. And one holy, catholic, and apostolic Church. We confess (I confess) one baptism for the remission of sins. And we look for (I look for) the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come. Amen.

Many churches still use the Nicene (also called the Nicene-Constantinopolitan) Creed as their profession of faith. The Eastern Orthodox use the Creed, as do the Lutherans and some other Protestant churches. The Eastern Orthodox have one of the marks: Apostolic. Because of their Apostolicity, their Sacraments are still valid. However, they are not "one," because they are divided by political or racial lines. They are not "holy" because they can only trace their existences (as being separate from Rome) to 1054, and therefore not one of the Orthodox churches can claim Jesus as its author. They are not "catholic" because they have never existed to any great degree outside of Eastern Europe. As far as Protestantism, it has none of the marks. The only Church that can truly claim to be "one, holy, catholic, and Apostolic" is the Catholic Church! By the way, you may notice that I never use the term "Roman" Catholic Church, though it’s obvious that the Church I’m writing about is based in Rome. The term "Roman Catholic," while used by many Catholics today, was actually coined by Protestants in an attempt to justify the schism caused by King Henry VIII with the separation of the Church of England from the Catholic Church. The Anglican (Church of England) bishops said that there were three branches to the Catholic Church: the English Catholics (the Anglican Church, with the King or Queen of England as its earthly head), the Greek Catholics (referring to the Eastern Orthodox churches, which can be traced to the Patriarch of Constantinople in 1054, but
now have many different leaders), and the Roman Catholics (the Catholic Church, which does and has always recognized the Bishop of Rome as its earthly head). In saying this, they were rationalizing that the Church of England was still part of the Catholic Church while no longer being united to the Bishop of Rome. From a Catholic point of view, it is better not to use the term "Roman Catholic" so as not to perpetuate this error. Also, a word of warning: there are even sects claiming to be "Roman" Catholic, but who are not! Just as the "Old Catholics" developed after the close of the First Vatican Council in 1870, most of these sects are groups that formed since the end of the Second Vatican Council in 1965. Groups such as the Society of St. Pius X* (SSPX), the Society of St. Pius V (SSPV), and the so-called "True Catholics" (who believe the last real Pope was Pius XII) are good examples of these sects. Any group that is not in full communion with Rome or does not acknowledge the validity and legality of the all of the approved rites of the Church (which would, ipso facto, preclude full communion with Rome) are NOT really Catholic! (For more information on such groups, click here.)

*Recent development – There have been a great deal of communications between the SSPX and the Holy See of late, and it seems that the excommunications have been lifted.  That is not to imply that the SSPX now enjoys the same status as the FSSP (Priestly Fraternity of St. Peter), but things may be moving in that direction. – Updated Sept. 24, 2009

5. The Mass is more than a simple worship service; it is a true sacrifice that may be applied to the souls of both the living and the dead.
Many Protestants do not understand why Catholics view their Masses differently than a Protestant would view his or her church service. Basically, a Mass is more than just a worship service. In a Mass, Christ becomes present upon the altar in the form of bread and wine, through the miracle of transubstantiation. In fact, ONLY within the context of a Mass is a priest allowed to confect the Eucharist. Many Protestants have railed against the Church, saying that the Mass was somehow sacrilegious or even diabolical, because of the idea of re-sacrificing Christ. First of all, the Mass IS a sacrifice in the truest sense of the word. However, this sacrifice is NOT a new sacrifice; it is the exact SAME sacrifice that Christ gave us on the Cross. This sacrifice, called the Sacrifice of the Mass, is said to be unbloody, because no more blood must be shed. Christ died for us and was resurrected, once and for all. Also, His sacrifice was complete. That is not something that the Catholic Church has ever argued against. However, His sacrifice on the Cross was visible only to those who were alive and present in Jerusalem on Good Friday in the year 33. The Mass was His gift to all generations in all places, that they all might see and consume His Body and His Blood. In this way, peoples in all times and places may apply the fruits of Christ’s sacrifice to their souls by receiving His Body and Blood. In other words, the Mass does not add to His sacrifice; it merely makes it present before us. The reason I say that the fruits of the Mass may also be applied to the souls of the dead is because each Mass is celebrated in honor of specific people who have died and are hopefully in Purgatory, assuming they have not already reached Heaven. The very first Mass was celebrated by Christ Himself, on Passover the night before He died. It was this first Mass that has been called "The Last Supper." Incidentally, if you are wondering why it is called a "Mass," it comes from the Latin phrase “Ite, missa est.” This phrase was spoken at the end of the Mass by the priest, or by the deacon, if the deacon was present. “Ite, missa est” simply means "Go, this is the dismissal."
6. The souls of the faithful departed who were not free of all (venial) sin, or who have not done sufficient penance for mortal sins that have already been forgiven, upon their deaths are cleansed in Purgatory before entering Heaven.
This is a major obstacle for all Protestants who attempt to understand the Catholic economy of salvation. The very idea of Purgatory is a complete paradigm shift from what virtually all Protestant churches teach regarding the Last Things. In the Catholic Faith, there are the Four Last Things: Heaven, Hell, Purgatory, and the General Judgement. Heaven is the place where the God and the angels live, along with the souls of those who died free of mortal sin and have completed all penance associated with forgiven mortal sins and free or cleansed of venial sin. In other words, one must be literally perfect before one can enter Heaven. Protestantism has contested the idea that one can ever be perfect before entering Heaven; as Martin Luther believed that God viewed Christians as "dunghills covered with snow." In other words, the Protestant idea of justification is that if one has been justified (which to a Baptist is the same as being "saved"), one is still inherently sinful, but God ignores our sinfulness. A Baptist version of this concept would be that if one had been "saved," but later committed some atrocity, God would automatically forgive that sin and still allow that person to enter Heaven unscathed. (Of course, a Baptist would say that if someone committed some terrible sin such as murder or perhaps even genocide after being "saved," one might wonder if that person had actually been "saved." From my perspective, the Baptist belief in justification does not give the assurance of salvation in which the Baptist Church would have you believe.) We know that people are capable of being perfect with God’s help because Christ commanded us, "Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect." (Matthew 5:48, KJV) God does not ask the impossible of His children.

When mortal sin is forgiven via the Sacrament of Penance, there is necessarily a penance, or payment to God, that is attached to that forgiven sin. The classic example is after receiving absolution from the priest, the person who was forgiven is told to pray "ten Hail Marys" or some other prayers. Or perhaps the priest tells the person to read a passage from the Bible, or perform some other good work. The penance is decided upon by the priest, and theoretically should be linked to the amount of sin that was confessed. This penance is not optional; if one who was absolved deliberately refuses to do penance or carelessly forgets what was assigned, he commits a sin. If, indeed, the lack of penance was done deliberately, the sin is mortal because of the lack of respect for both the authority of the Church and the nature of the Sacrament itself. If this penance or some penance equivalent to it is not completed, it will have the same effect as venial sin in delaying one’s entrance to Heaven. The only thing that could "erase" this debt completely other than actually doing penance is receiving a Plenary Indulgence, which will be explained shortly. Many Protestants think that the need for penance somehow takes away from the salvific actions of Christ. This is not so. While it is true that the work of Christ was completed, as is recorded in Sacred Scripture, that does not mean that we do not have to make up for what we do in some fashion. For example, a child is playing baseball in the front yard and carelessly breaks a window in his house: he has done wrong. A loving parent, after seeing that the child was truly sorry for what he had done would probably not severely punish the child, but would forgive the incident. At the same time, the parent might say that the price of the window would have to come out of the child’s allowance. This is done for two reasons: to render justice, and to help discourage this behavior in the future. Penance that we do as Catholics does the same thing: it causes us to pay back God for what we have done wrong (but not with an eternal penalty, which is what Christ spared us) while also causing us to focus on God and His work rather than behavior which may lead to sin.

"What is the difference between venial sin and mortal sin? Those terms are not used in the Bible, so do they even exist?" These are questions that are commonly posited by Protestants. As to the second question, their use in the Bible or lack thereof does not mean that they do not exist. Indeed, the term Holy Trinity (which was coined at the Council of Nicaea in 325) is accepted by all Protestants, and yet it cannot be found in the Bible either. There are verses in the Bible which refer to venial and mortal sin, without using the words "venial" and "mortal": 
"If any man see his brother sin a sin which is not unto death, he shall ask, and he shall give him life for them that sin not unto death. There is a sin unto death: I do not say that he shall pray for it. All unrighteousness is sin: and there is a sin not unto death." (I John 5:16-17, KJV) In these verses, the "sin unto death" refers to mortal sin, and the "sin not unto death" refers to venial sin. Two basic types of sin exist: mortal sin and venial sin. Mortal sin is that sin which separates us from God to the extent that if we were to die in a state of mortal sin, we would go to Hell. There are three ways for mortal sin to be forgiven: receiving the Sacrament of Penance, having perfect contrition (true sorrow for having offended God) with the intent of receiving the Sacrament of Penance at the time of death, and the Sacrament of Baptism (which you can receive only once). There is not a cut-and-dried list of mortal sins, though many theologians have attempted to make one. Good examples of mortal sins are offenses against the Ten Commandments. In order for a sin to be mortal, it must meet some conditions. The sinner must be aware that the action he is committing is a sin against God. Also, he must be deliberately committing that act of his own free will (not under duress). The only sin that might be mortal even if the sinner is under duress is that of rejecting God and His Church. St. Paul says, "Nay, ye do wrong, and defraud, and that your brethren. Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived: neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the kingdom of God." (1 Corinthians 6:9-10, KJV) It is obvious that those who engage in such activities cannot enter the Kingdom of God unless they are reconciled with God before their deaths. We see that while the word "mortal" is not used in the Bible to describe this type of sin, it does illustrate the effect of such sin on our souls. But what about venial sin? Venial sin is sin that we commit unintentionally or through ignorance of the sinfulness of the deed. In some cases, ignorance (if the ignorance is through no fault of the person) will actually mitigate all blame, and no sin will have been committed. Example: under penalty of automatic excommunication, it is forbidden for a Catholic to be a member of the Freemasons or any other organization which plots to defame or inflict injury upon the Church. This is a law that is somewhat obscure and many Catholics are never made aware of it. Many Catholics are members of the Masons, and most are probably not aware of this law. Those who are not aware through no fault of their own have committed either no sin at all, or at most a venial sin. Another example: under penalty of automatic excommunication, direct abortion is forbidden in all circumstances. (Indirect abortion is allowed through the principle of double effect: these are cases where the unborn child dies during an attempt to save the mother’s life, so long as that attempt did not deliberately intend the death of the child, though that death may have been foreseen or even an inevitable consequence of the attempt.) This is a very well known law of the Church and virtually all Catholics who commit this action have committed a mortal sin, and are automatically excommunicated. If a Catholic were to plead ignorance on the immorality of abortion, one would have to wonder if that person had ever actually been exposed to any Catholic teaching. The effect of venial sin on the soul is such that one who has committed venial sin, but not mortal sin, is in a state of grace. This means that if the person were to die in that state, he would eventually get to Heaven, though not immediately. This is where Purgatory comes in. Again, the word "Purgatory" is not found in the Bible, yet its existence is certain. Remember that someone must be perfect (free from all sin) in order to enter Heaven. Yet those who are in a state of grace, but have committed venial sins do not deserve to go to Hell. So where will they go when they die? The Church has deduced that there must be a place where the faithful may be cleansed of these minor sins before entering Heaven. Christ Himself said, "And whosoever speaketh a word against the Son of man, it shall be forgiven him: but whosoever speaketh against the Holy Ghost, it shall not be forgiven him, neither in this world, neither in the world to come." (Matthew 12:32, KJV) In this verse, Jesus said that this sin was not forgivable in this world, OR IN THE NEXT ONE! The fact that He felt it important to mention that this sin could not be forgiven in the next world implies that there are sins that can be forgiven in the next world. These sins are venial sins. The ways that venial sins can be forgiven are: through the use of Sacramentals such as holy water, through receiving the Holy Eucharist (which, by the way, it is forbidden to do if you are in a state of mortal sin), receiving the Sacrament of Penance (where it is mandatory to confess mortal sins, but beneficial to also confess venial ones), the reception of Indulgences (which are given by the Church through the power to "bind and loose" that was given to the Apostles), and lastly through a stint in Purgatory. The time one spends in Purgatory may not be time at all, but perhaps a level of punishment. No one really knows what Purgatory is like, though there have been many good hypotheses on the subject. Most believe that Purgatory is like Hell, except the people there are actually happy because they know they will get to go to Heaven. This is also where the fruits of the Mass are applied to the dead. When a Mass is said for someone in Purgatory, their "sentence" will be reduced. The same goes for prayers for the dead, and Indulgences applied to the souls of the dead. There is a quote from the Bible regarding prayers for the dead, but unfortunately it is not found in most King James Version Bibles because it is in one of the seven books that Luther removed. Here is the quote from the Douay-Rheims Version, which was the first authorized translation of the Bible into English: "And because he considered that they who had fallen asleep with godliness, had great grace laid up for them. It is therefore a holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead, that they may be loosed from sins." (2 Maccabees 12:45-46, DRV) If, after someone dies, they are either in Heaven forever or in Hell forever, praying for the dead would be useless. Only if the state of their souls could be changed after death would such prayer be useful. Indulgences are a topic that have caused much confusion within the Church. The sale of Indulgences by a monk named Tetzel was what prompted Martin Luther to revolt against the Church and start the Protestant Reformation. So what are these Indulgences? A common Protestant misconception about Indulgences is that they are a "license to sin," which is absolutely untrue. An Indulgence reduces or even eliminates the time you would have to spend in Purgatory, if you were to die after receiving it but before you commit any more venial sins. There are two types of Indulgence: a Partial Indulgence, which remits some of the punishment for venial sin, and a Plenary Indulgence, which remits all of the punishment for venial sin. One reason you cannot say this is a "license to sin" is because any sin committed deliberately with full knowledge is a mortal sin, which is not covered by Indulgences. 
The Church derives its power to grant Indulgences from the "Power of the Keys to the Kingdom of God," which is also known as the power to "bind and loose." Here is the Scripture that grants this power (Jesus is speaking to Peter): "And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven." (Matthew 18:18, KJV) A side note regarding excommunication: Excommunication means to separate someone from the Church by forbidding them to attend Mass or receive the Sacraments. This is not necessarily a permanent condition. Some excommunications can be absolved by a priest (only after repentance, of course). Others, such as the one incurred by having an abortion or assisting someone in having an abortion can be absolved only by a bishop. The most serious form of excommunication can be incurred for only two actions: profaning the Eucharist (such as using it for pagan rituals, or deliberately treating It with disrespect) and assault upon the Pope. This form of excommunication can be lifted only by the Pope himself. Contrary to popular misconception, one who is excommunicated can be reconciled to the Church. Also, even if one dies in a state of excommunication, that person does not necessarily go to Hell. In order for this to be, his or her excommunication must be flawed or unjust. St. Joan of Arc (who was excommunicated for heresy; her excommunication was later found to be unjust) was burned at the stake by the civil authorities in Rouen, France because she was found guilty of heresy by the Inquisition, yet she is a canonized saint and is in Heaven as we speak.
7. The Catholic Church is the original Church; that is to say, it is the Church that was founded by Christ Himself.
A major problem that I had with the Catholic Church was the claim that it was the Church founded by Christ Himself. According to Tradition, the Catholic Church was founded by Christ in the year 33, and the manifestation (or, "birthday") of the Church was on Pentecost of the same year. For one thing, many Protestants believe that the Catholic Church did not come into being until the fourth century, when Emperor Constantine legitimized Christianity in the Roman Empire. They believe that somehow, Christianity was a pure religion until A.D. 325 when Constantine converted to Christianity. At this point, he "Romanized" it and somehow corrupted the faith of all of the believers. This same theory teaches that the Christian faith was brought back to purity through the Protestant Reformers when Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses on the door of the church in Wittenburg in the sixteenth century and started the Protestant Reformation. A similar theory is taught by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (the Mormons). The Mormons believe that the Church became
corrupt directly after the deaths of the Apostles and was "restored" by Joseph Smith in the early 1800s. Once examined, these theories fall apart. First of all, if the Faith were impure from 325 (or some earlier date) until the early 1500s, what happened to all of the Christians who lived between those dates? How could they have come to know God if the Faith had been corrupted? The answer is that the Faith has NEVER been corrupted. Remember, Christ told His disciples in the Gospel of St. Matthew (verses quoted two paragraphs below) that the gates of Hell would never defeat His Church. If God allowed Constantine (or anyone, for that matter) to corrupt the Faith for almost twelve centuries (or any other length of time), then Jesus would have lied when He made that statement. Of course, those of us who are Christians know that Christ never would have lied about anything. Therefore, those theories must be wrong. When I was still a Baptist, I remember some people talking about how the "true Christians" hid from the "corrupted Church" for hundreds of years until the Protestant Reformation. This was taught in order to make it seem like a small fraction of the original Church must have survived despite the "corrupted Church." The problem is, history does not support this claim. The only groups that hid from the Church were groups of heretics, many of whom believed things inimical not only to Catholicism, but even also to Protestantism in most cases. These "heretics", as we Catholics call them, definitely did not believe all of the same things as the early Church. Many of them did not believe in the Divinity of Christ, or the Holy Trinity, or believed various other pernicious errors. Also, none of these groups ever survived for very long. Eventually their causes died because they could not gain enough support to last for more than a few hundred years, at the very most. In actuality, Christianity was made legal in the Roman Empire in the year 313. Twelve years later, the first Ecumenical Council (a council where the bishops of the world are gathered together) was held in Nicaea. This Council affirmed several beliefs of the Church as dogmas. Dogmas are beliefs which members of the Catholic Church must believe without reservation if they are to remain members of the Church. Several of these dogmas included the Divinity of Christ and the Godhood of the Holy Trinity as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit: three Persons, one God. Did Constantine corrupt the Church? Well, he was at the Council of Nicaea, but only to give support and to announce his decision to make Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire. At the same time, he outlawed the cult of the Emperor and the old Roman religion (Jupiter, Venus, Mars, etc.). Lastly, you must understand why the Catholic Church is called catholic (and not Lutheran, Calvinist, Baptist, etc.). The word catholic comes from the Greek word katholikos, which means "universal." To say that the Church is catholic means that it does (or should) exist in all times and places, throughout the world. For this reason, the Catholic Church is not a denomination: denomination means "of a name" (i.e., the Lutherans are of Luther, the Calvinists are of Calvin, etc.). The Catholic Church is also not a sect: sects are divisions within a religion not necessarily named after their founders, and Catholicism is the epitome of unity, not division; that is to say, Catholicism is the original Christianity! All forms of non-Catholic Christian groups are sects, and some are denominations. Even those who call themselves "non-denominational" are in reality a small sect. Thusly, the reason that I interchange "Catholic" and "Christian" when writing of these early times is that at this time ALL Christians were Catholic! With the exception of a few heretical sects such as the Gnostics, no group used the name Christian except those in the Catholic Church. This would remain so until the year 1054, when the Eastern Orthodox churches would become separated from the Catholic Church because of schism. 
The adjective "catholic" was first applied to the Church by St. Ignatius of Antioch, one of the Church Fathers and the third Bishop of Antioch, in the early part of the second century, when he said, "Wherever the bishop appear, there let the multitude be; even as wherever Christ Jesus is, there is the Catholic Church." (St. Ignatius of Antioch in his Epistle to the Smyrneans, chapter 8, verse 2) One last note on this subject: many non-Catholics do not believe in the Catholic Church because they think that if Christ had intended for a visible Church to exist, He would have made its capital in Jerusalem, where the Temples had been, and (most certainly) not Rome. There have been speculations on why Jerusalem was not chosen, such as the fact that the majority of the Jews rejected Christ as their Messiah, so God wanted to base the Church elsewhere. While it is true that most of the Jews rejected Christ and His Church, the actual reason why the Church is based in Rome will be explained in Question 10. Rome also made evangelization quite convenient, insofar as "all roads lead to Rome." From Rome, the early Christians were able to spread the Gospel throughout the entire known world in relatively very little time. 
8. Protestants use the Bible as their sole rule of faith. The Bible did not just fall out of Heaven. Where did it come from?
One of the paradoxes within Protestantism is this: the Bible is supposed to be the final word in doctrinal matters, but where did the Bible come from? As I mentioned in the table above, one of the pillars of the Protestant Reformation was a philosophy called Sola Scriptura, which is Latin for "Scripture alone." The idea of Scripture alone makes sense to one who doesn’t know where the Bible came from, but assumes that God simply dropped it into the hands of the Christians. While the Bible was written by men through Divine inspiration, God did NOT hand us the Bible as He handed Moses the Ten Commandments! In the early years of Christianity, the word "Scripture" referred only to what we call the Old Testament. The Old Testament was originally written in Hebrew and Aramaic, but was translated into Greek before the time of Christ.
The books that were written after the resurrection of Christ (which we came to call the New Testament) were not considered Scripture as soon as they were written. The Bible as we know it, Old Testament and New, first took shape in the fourth century. St. Jerome, a multilingual scholar, translated the Bible (which he called Divina Bibliotheca, or Divine Library) into Latin. This Latin translation, known as the Vulgate, is considered by many scholars (even modern ones) as being the most accurate translation of the Bible ever made. St. Jerome knew at least four languages fluently: Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic. This fact made him the perfect choice for translation of the Bible into Latin, since it was written in the other three languages. As a side note, many Protestants believe that the Catholic Church would not let the Bible be translated into the vernacular languages, but Latin WAS a vernacular language throughout Europe until around A.D. 1000, and remained so in Italy until the fifteenth century when Dante’s The Divine Comedy became popular. St. Jerome spoke and wrote those four languages fluently, NEAR IN TIME TO WHEN THE NEW TESTAMENT WAS WRITTEN! This is important, because words in living languages can change meaning over periods of time. Consider how much English has changed over the last two hundred years! When scholars today translate Greek and Hebrew from two thousand or more years ago, the meaning can be approximated, but not exactly known. Latin is, for all practical purposes, a dead language, and has been so for almost a thousand years. While many people still read Latin (and a few speak and write it), only a few words are added to Latin every year, and the existing words do not change meaning. Understand this: the Catholic Church determined the Canon of the Bible! There have been two "versions" (for lack of a better word) of the Old Testament, throughout history: the Alexandrian Canon, used by Greek-speaking Jews, and the Palestinian Canon, used by Hebrew-speaking Jews. The Alexandrian Canon was completed by either 70 or 72 Greek scholars between 250 and 125 B.C. This canon was also known as the Septuagint, which comes from the Greek word for seventy (the number of translators). At this time, Hebrew was a dying language, and most Jews in Palestine spoke Aramaic and Greek. Since Greek was the primary language of the entire Mediterranean region at the time of Christ, the Jews of that era (including the authors of the New Testament and Christ Himself) used the Alexandrian Canon of the Old Testament. In fact, about three hundred quotations from the Alexandrian Old Testament are found verbatim in the New Testament (which was also written in Greek). One important note: the Alexandrian Canon contains 46 books. The Palestinian Canon (the Hebrew Canon) contains only 39. Why is there a difference between the two canons? The Palestinian Canon of the Old Testament was compiled AFTER the Alexandrian. It was compiled around A.D. 100 by Jewish rabbis at a place called Jamnia. The books omitted from the Palestinian Canon (which, not coincidentally, are the books omitted from Protestant Bibles) are Wisdom, Sirach, Judith, Baruch, Tobit, 1 and 2 Maccabees and portions of Daniel and Esther. The Church continued to use the Septuagint, and never accepted the Palestinian Canon. Several bishops proposed Canons of the Bible between A.D. 175 and 325, but the first binding Canon of the Bible was declared by Pope Damasus in A.D. 382 after the Council of Rome. This decree presented the Bible as containing 73 books (46 in the OT and 27 books in the NT). The Council of Hippo in 393 reaffirmed this same list of books. The Council of Carthage in 397 again approved this list. It is this council that caused the Protestants to accept the New Testament canon of 27 books. In 405, Pope Innocent I approved the 73-book Canon of the Bible, and closed the Canon of the Bible. Before the Canon was decided, there was much debate about what books were inspired, and which ones were not. Many held the opinion that the now-canonized books of Hebrews, St. Jude, the Apocalypse (Revelation), and the Second book of St. Peter (2 Peter) were not inspired. There were also books such as the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of Thomas, the Letter of Barnabas, and other such books circulating among the faithful as if they were inspired. The decision of the Church to close the Canon of the Bible settled the question for the next eleven centuries. Martin Luther, who would later contest the Canon of the Bible, said "We are obliged to yield many things to the Papists (pejorative term for Catholics) – that they possess the Word of God which we received from them, otherwise we should have known nothing at all about it." (from Ch. 16 of Martin Luther’s Commentary on St. John) In 1529, Luther said that the Palestinian Canon of the Old Testament should be used, effectively removing seven books from the Bible (for Protestants).
He also said that the canonized (and still accepted by Protestants) books of James, Esther, and Apocalypse (Revelation) should not be used. Fortunately, he was unsuccessful in removing any books from the New Testament. He also deliberately added the word "alone" to his German translation of Romans 3:28, changing this verse: "Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law." (Romans 3:28, KJV) to this verse: "Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith ALONE without the deeds of the law." (Emphasis mine) His reasoning behind removing the seven books from the Old Testament were that those seven books in Greek had no known extant Hebrew counterparts. These had actually been concerns of St. Jerome and some other Catholic theologians prior to the closing of the Canon in the fourth century. In recent years, however, Hebrew versions of those books have been discovered in the Dead Sea Scroll findings. Logically, without the TRADITION of the Catholic Church, the Bible would not even exist! The official canon of the books of the Bible was authoritatively determined by the Catholic Church in the fourth century. Therefore it is only because of the Catholic Church that the Protestants have a Bible at all. Following their own arguments of Sola Scriptura, the Protestants actually have NO REASON to quote from the Bible because they have no way of determining which books are Divinely inspired, unless they accept the authority of the Catholic Church! It is completely contradictory for Protestants to accept the Bible and then reject the Church. Without Sacred Tradition, there is no Sacred Scripture. Therefore, Sola Scriptura is a "catch-22"! St. Augustine may have put it best when he said, "I would put no faith in the Gospels unless the authority of the Catholic Church directed me to do so." (St. Augustine’s Contra Episto Jam Manicha)
9. The Ten Commandments forbids idolatry, yet Catholics pray in front of statues and paintings, among other things. Does this not offend God?
If you are a member of many of the Protestant denominations, you are likely to be quite surprised upon entering a Catholic church for the first time. Though Catholic churches built in recent years (mostly since the Second Vatican Council) do not tend to make use of as many images as those built in years past, even modern churches have more statues and paintings than a Baptist church. In the book of Exodus, God gives the Ten Commandments to Moses. God gives Moses the First Commandment: "Thou shalt have no other gods before me. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth: Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them: for I the LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me, and shewing mercy unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments." (Exodus 20:3-6, KJV) Protestants consider these verses to be not only the First Commandment, but also the Second. By separating the statement "Thou shalt have no other gods before me," from "Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image…" the Protestants have hoped to emphasize the forbidden nature of "graven images". Does this (or these, depending on your perspective) Commandment(s) prohibit all statues or paintings? Does God hate art? Obviously not all images should be banned, only those which are made as idols. As to the idea that God hates art, think of the beauty with which the Ark of the Covenant and both Temples were crafted! Regardless of whether one believes these verses to be one Commandment or two, it should be clear that God is speaking of idols and objects of worship when He refers to images, "graven" or otherwise. Remember that when the Ten Commandments were given to Moses, many peoples (including the Jews themselves) had taken up the practice of worshipping idols (i.e., the Golden Calf). God was furious that anyone would prefer to worship a nonexistent god rather than the true Creator. It also seems a little strange that anyone would worship a part of the Creation rather than the Creator Himself. At any rate, one might wonder where this leaves the Catholic churches, with all of their statuary and icons (paintings of holy figures). First of all, Catholics do not pray to statues and icons. We make use of statues and icons to remind us of the holy figures which they depict. For this reason, we do show these images respect, out of respect for the figure being depicted. We are well aware that the statue or the icon is a piece of plaster or canvas (or whatever material it is made of), and not a god (certainly not God Himself). When we pray in front of a statue of Christ (or a saint), we know that we are praying to Christ (or the saint) in Heaven, and not the statue in front of us. To illustrate the rationale behind our respect for images, let us speak of images of a different sort. We sometimes see riots or protests in which someone is burned in effigy. We know for certain that this effigy is not the person that it depicts, yet we can see the hatred and lack of respect for whomever this effigy resembles. The image is treated with extreme disrespect precisely because of the hatred of the person. For the same reasons (yet opposite intentions) we treat images of holy figures with respect.
10. Why do Catholics feel that the Pope has so much authority?
The last major issue that I had with the Catholic Church had to do with the Pope. The Pope, or the Holy Father, as Catholics often refer to him, is the head of the Catholic Church on Earth. (Christ is the ultimate head of the Church, but we say that the Pope is the visible head and Christ’s representative on Earth.) First of all, why do Catholics practically worship this man? Is he not like the rest of us? To understand why Catholics believe that he is not, one must first look to the Bible, and then to history.

"When Jesus came into the coasts of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, saying, Whom do men say that I the Son of man am? And they said, Some say that thou art John the Baptist: some, Elias; and others, Jeremias, or one of the prophets. He saith unto them, But whom say ye that I am? And Simon Peter answered and said, Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God. And Jesus answered and said unto him, Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-Jona: for flesh and blood hath not revealed it unto thee, but my Father which is in heaven. And I say also unto thee, That thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven." (Matthew 16:13-19, KJV)
From these verses, MANY books of theology may be written. However, for this discussion, we will focus on the fact that Christ actually renamed Peter here. Peter, until this time, was known as Simon. Because of Simon’s revelation that Jesus was the Son of God, Jesus gave him the name Peter. At this point, we must remember that the New Testament was written in ancient Greek. In the original language, Peter is Petrus and the rock upon which Christ said He would build His Church was petra. Though I was by no means a Greek scholar, I was aware that the two words were equivalent, except that Petrus was masculine in gender (Petrus, which means "rock," was used for his name because it was masculine and obviously he was a man) and petra was feminine in gender (petra was the word normally used for "rock"). Because both words mean "rock" in Greek: Peter = the rock upon which Christ would build His Church. This is why Tradition says that Peter was the first Pope. (Though the word "pope" was not used for several centuries after Christ, the primacy of the Bishop of Rome was acknowledged in Peter’s time. In fact, since ancient times, a greeting that one might say to the Holy Father as a gesture of respect is “Tu es Petrus,” which is Latin for "You are Peter.")

From history, we know that St. Peter went to several cities before he was crucified upside-down in Rome. St. Peter was first the Bishop of Antioch, then became the Bishop of Rome, where he was martyred. 

Since Peter was the man Jesus left in charge of the Church and Peter died while he was the Bishop of Rome, Tradition dictates that the Bishop of Rome is the successor to St. Peter and the ruler of the Church on Earth. For this reason also, the Church is headquartered inside Rome, in the smallest sovereign nation on Earth: Vatican City. 

While I could cite numerous other objections that I (and many Protestants) had about the Church, it would take an entire book to record them all. These were the primary objections that I had, and all of my objections (including the ones not listed here) could be answered using the Bible, logic, and a cursory knowledge of history. After months of reading and studying and agonizing over the facts that lay before me, I decided that I had been wrong. Not only I had been wrong, but also millions upon millions of non-Catholic Christians of all persuasions were wrong! Not to say that one could not be Protestant or Orthodox or some other religion and love God; obviously I had been a Baptist all of my life and wanted very much to do God’s will. However, I did feel that I could not know what I now knew and remain a Baptist, if I truly loved God. I chose to begin attending Mass at the local Catholic church near where I was attending college. Soon, I was enrolled in RCIA (Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults) classes, so that I could become a member of the Catholic Church the following Easter. At this point, many of my college friends with whom I had also gone to high school began doubting my faith, some of whom apparently said that I was converting to Catholicism only because my girlfriend was Catholic. After we had dated for about six months, she and I parted ways, but I chose to remain on course towards Rome.

Several months later, I met a young Catholic woman who lived in my dormitory. She and I spent many nights talking about various subjects. One subject that we always came back to was the Church. Our conversations on the Church were very interesting (or, at least they were to us) because she had been raised Catholic and I was just learning the tenets of the Faith. She had never spoken at length with someone who had grown up hating the Church, and yet was planning on becoming a member. I, too, had not had the benefit of someone my age who knew their faith well, and could defend it. She supported me well in my endeavor to become Catholic. We became such good friends that we got married on March 4, 2000.

My parents, especially my mother, were aghast at the idea that their son was becoming Catholic. It was a Baptist’s worst nightmare. (I guess the only thing that could have been worse to them is if I were homosexual.) Smittie did not yet know about my plans to convert to Catholicism. I’m sure he did not like the fact that I had been dating a Catholic and had attended several Masses, but the idea that I would actually become Catholic was probably nowhere in his mind. My mother decided to tell him about my plans to convert, and he was absolutely heartbroken. I thought he might disown me, but I knew that the condition of my soul was much more important than what my family thought of me, so I did not relent. While I did not let my family’s feelings sway my decision, I must say at this point that Smittie had always been very good to my parents and me, and that he has always been a generous and caring person towards those he loves. I hoped that God would show him and my parents that I was only doing that which I felt I must do, according to my conscience. I constantly reminded myself of Christ’s words, "If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple." (Luke 14:26, KJV) As Easter approached, I knew that he prayed and prayed that I would change my mind. He never talked much to me about it, but my mother always told me what he said. Two or three days before the Easter Vigil Mass when I would receive Confirmation, he called me. That was probably the strangest and most wonderful phone call that I had ever received. Smittie told me that while he did not agree with the Catholic Church and Her teachings, he knew that I must do what I felt was right. Also, he gave me his blessing. Truly, this was Divine Providence at work. Until this time I was still somewhat apprehensive about joining the Church, but through the grace of God I was strengthened. On Holy Saturday, 1996, I made my first Profession of Faith, received the Sacrament of Confirmation, and received my first real Holy Eucharist. I joined the Catholic Church that day, and I shall never regret it! 

Since I became Catholic, I have looked at the world very differently than I did before. I obviously no longer see Catholics as being inimical to the Gospel and to Christianity; I see Catholicism as being the embodiment of Christianity. The Catholic Church is the Body of Christ; it is that Church which Christ Himself founded. All who are saved and enter the Kingdom of God do so by the grace God gives us through the Catholic Church. That is not to say that those who are not explicitly members of the Catholic Church cannot be saved; it means that those who truly wish to follow Christ are in some way related to, or "oriented towards" the Church. Even those who, through no fault of their own, believe false things about the Church may be related to Her. All Christians who are baptized validly, even those baptized in some other sects, are related to the Church through the Sacrament of Baptism. I believe that the grace I received through my baptism certainly helped me to search for God in the Catholic Church. Were I not raised a Christian, I believe that I would still be wandering in search of the truth. Now, I thank God that I have found it!                                   Excellent comments at this blog- Michael

