NOVEMBER 2011
The Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary
"Not to oppose error is to approve it, and not to defend the truth is to suppress it" - Pope St. Felix III
Q:

Hello Mr. Smith. I have never written you before. I had a Protestant make a statement to me. I had a response that was good enough for me but was not good enough for my Protestant friend; I am hoping you can give a better explanation. He said that in the Bible it says, "All have sinned and everyone falls short."*  I do not remember where it is in the Bible. If you need me to find it, I will. So the question is, "How can the Catholic Church teach that Mary never sinned?" Thank you for your time. Kall Patzner
A:

The scripture you are referring to* is one among many that tell us that all people are sinners. So when we involve ourselves in defending our faith with a Protestant we cannot rely solely on the bible (sola scriptura). The teachings, doctrines, and dogmas of the Catholic Church come from the combined teachings of the Holy Scriptures and Tradition. *Romans 3:23
"Tradition: The word comes from the Latin meaning 'handing over'. In the religious sense, it is the teachings and practices handed down, whether in oral or written form, separately from but not independently from scripture. Tradition is divided into two areas: 
(1) Scripture, the essential doctrines of the Church, the major writings and teachings of the Fathers, the liturgical life of the Church, and the living and lived faith of the whole Church down through the centuries; 
(2) Customs, institutions, practices which express the Christian faith. 
The Council of Trent (1546) affirmed both the Bible and Tradition as divine sources of Christian doctrine. 
Vatican II states: It is clear that, in the supremely wise arrangement of God, sacred tradition, sacred Scripture and the Magisterium of the Church are so connected and associated that one of them cannot stand without the others."
 
Jesus said, "Go into the whole world and proclaim the Gospel (which means good news) to every creature."
 
When Jesus said this, the apostles only possessed His teachings as part of oral tradition. The New Testament had not been written yet.

"The Church assumes the role of authentic interpreter (of scripture) not on her own but by the authority given her by Christ: 'He who hears you hears me' (Luke 10:16). Also, 'In truth I tell you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven' (Matthew 18:18)."
 
When Pope Pius IX defined the Dogma of the Immaculate Conception on December 8, 1854 he defined it with infallibility and all Catholics must believe it. In other words, he 'bound this teaching on earth, which makes it binding in heaven'. 

"The New Testament is totally silent on whether Jesus ever married or had children. The bible says nothing about his marital status, yet Christians believe he had no wife and no kids. Sacred tradition tells that He never married, etc."
 Catholics and Protestants both believe this 'traditional teaching' of the Church. 
"Sacred Traditions are considered part of the unwritten Word of God, because it’s been believed for centuries. An example of a Sacred Tradition is the dogma of the Assumption of Mary. A dogma is a revealed truth that’s solemnly defined by the Church – a formal doctrine that the faithful are obligated to believe. Although it’s not explicit in Sacred Scripture, the Assumption of Mary means that Mary was assumed, body and soul, into heaven by her divine Son. Even though it wasn’t solemnly defined until 1950 by Pope Pius XII, it’s been believed (and never doubted) by Catholic Christians since the time of the apostles."
 
The Immaculate Conception teaching of our Church is also a dogma. 
"Dogma: A teaching of the Church revealed implicitly or explicitly by Sacred Scripture or Sacred Tradition, to be believed by the faithful by virtue of solemn definition or the Church’s ordinary Magisterium. For a teaching to be a 'dogma' the specific truth must have been formally revealed and taught as such by the Church; in addition, the dogma must be proposed as binding on the faithful. Hence, the dogma’s acceptance is necessary for salvation."

"But God gave Mary the singular grace and privilege of the Immaculate Conception to prevent original sin from being transmitted to Jesus, so she was literally full of grace. A glass full of water has no room for anything else, and a soul full of grace has no room for sin. When the Archangel Gabriel addressed Mary in the first chapter of Luke’s Gospel, he said, 'Hail Mary, full of grace.' She was full of grace because of the Immaculate Conception, a divine gift to her from God."

"Catholicism maintains that the pope is infallible, incapable of error, when he teaches a doctrine on faith or morals to the universal Church in his unique office as supreme head. When the pope asserts his official authority in matters of faith and morals to the whole Church, the Holy Spirit guards him from error."
 
"Infallibility means that if the pope attempts to teach a false doctrine on faith or morals, the Holy Spirit prevents him (even by death) from imposing such an error on the faithful. The pope can exercise his papal infallibility in two ways. One is called the Extraordinary Magisterium and the other is called Ordinary Magisterium. Magisterium is the teaching authority of the Church, which resides with the pope alone and with the pope along with the bishops all over the world."
 
"The second way that an infallible teaching is taught to Catholics is through the Ordinary Magisterium. This is the consistent, constant, and universal teaching of the popes through their various documents, letters, papal encyclicals, decrees, and so on. In other words, when the pope reinforces, reiterates, or restates the consistent teaching of his predecessors and of the bishops united with him around the world, that’s considered the Ordinary Magisterium and should be treated as infallible doctrine."

To summarize the above into a shortened answer for you:

· The definition of The Immaculate Conception is a dogma of the Catholic Church, which must be believed by all Catholics.

· Holy Scriptures (particularly Luke 10:16 and Matthew 18:18) demonstrate where the Catholic Church received her authority to declare such dogmatic teachings.

· When the pope defines a dogma he is teaching with infallibility because the subject matter deals with faith or morals. 

If you have any further questions or need additional information, please ask. Simply give your answer in truth to the Protestant who has the question. Most Protestants will reject most teachings of the Catholic Church so do not expect to change this person overnight. However, never back down from the truth or your responsibility to defend our Catholic Faith.

This report prepared on February 5, 2005 by Ronald Smith, 11701 Maplewood Road, Chardon, Ohio 44024-8482, E-mail: hfministry@roadrunner.com. Readers may copy and distribute this report as desired to anyone as long as the content is not altered and it is copied in its entirety. 
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