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Introduction
This is a debate with Matt Johnson, who identifies himself as a minister in the Christian Churches/Churches of Christ. In this newsletter, I’m going to simply give you the first few exchanges between us to give you some background. 
Matt is a subscriber to this newsletter… I don’t think I ever asked him how that came about. Anyway, Matt, as you will see, believed me eager to take on those who are not trained in theology, but challenged me as to whether or not I would be so eager to take on those who are… such as himself. 

John, I am a Christian minister who would enjoy a dialogue with you. My wife was raised in the Roman Catholic church and her family is still grounded there so I think I have a decent perspective on it. I have been reading your emails and am very disappointed with the non-Catholic representation. You are a scholar and they are laymen. That comes across in the debate. They are unable to debate 
you because some of them simply don’t understand how to make an argument. They often get frustrated and, frankly, illogical. I would like the opportunity to represent an educated, non-Roman Catholic perspective. You are very good at beating up the laymen, but how would you do against a trained minister? Matt Johnson 
Dear Matt,

No need to bait me :-) …I, too, have been very disappointed in the “non-Catholic representation,” and would be delighted to engage in a dialogue with you. I don’t know if I would call myself a scholar – I’ve had no formal training in Theology – but I do know that an argument that abandons logic and common sense, is not much of an argument. My intent is not to “beat up” anyone, but to have an honest and open dialogue. If someone makes claims about Catholics and the Catholic Church, and then is unable to back up those claims when challenged, then I suppose it might appear that they are being beaten up, but they took the first swing, so to 
speak. But, again, my intent is never to beat someone up, but to search for the truth in any situation.

My frustration in dealing with many non-Catholics has been that they attack what they do not know. And then, when their attacks are challenged with a logical and coherent presentation of the facts about the Catholic Faith, they either deny the facts, ignore them altogether, or come up with some illogical and/or irrational response to them…and then they go about continuing their attacks on the Catholic Church, even after being informed that they are misrepresenting the teachings of the Church. 

I’ve always said to folks that if you wish to disagree with what I believe…fine. But, disagree with what I really believe, and not some myth, half-truth, or outright lie about what I believe. Therefore, it would be a pleasure to dialogue with someone with a “decent perspective” on the Catholic Church. Where should we start?

God bless! John Martignoni

P.S. Are you a minister in a particular denomination? If so, which?


John,

I was ordained in a Christian church. My formal training was at Cincinnati Bible Seminary (at Cincinnati Christian University). The Christian Churches/Churches of Christ belong to a non-denominational movement sometimes called the “Restoration Movement”. If you are interested in the history and ideals of the movement, here is a link: http://www.christianchurchtoday.com/whoweare.asp.  
I would like to start with a question. What do you, as a Roman Catholic believer, consider to be the essentials of faith?

Also, if your training was not formal, how did you become this involved with the Bible Christian Society?

Fellow Servant, Matt Johnson 


Matt, 
I read the material on the link you provided…very interesting. It sparked some questions that I’ll get to in a future email. 

But, for now, to answer your question: As a Roman Catholic believer, the truths of the Apostles’ Creed (see below) are what I consider to be the “essentials of the faith.” And, let me clarify, I consider these to be core beliefs…the beliefs around which all the other beliefs of the Christian Faith revolve. I do not believe, as many Christians I come across do, that there is such a thing as an essential vs. a non-essential doctrine. In other words, I don’t believe that as long as I have the essentials down, it’s okay to be wrong on the “non-essentials.” 


The Apostles’ Creed:

I believe in God, the Father Almighty,
the Creator of heaven and earth,
and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord:

Who was conceived of the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried.
He descended into hell.

The third day He arose again from the dead.
He ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty, whence He shall come to judge the living and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting. Amen.

As I said, I have no formal training, I am basically self-taught. Reading books and listening to tapes. And, it was because of a virulent anti-Catholic program I heard aired on a local Christian radio station, that I became involved in the public defense of my faith…which led to the founding of the Bible Christian Society. (By the way, I’m hoping that since you are a scholar and I am but a layman, that you will go easy on me in this dialogue.)

God bless! John


ON THE WEIGHT OF NON-ESSENTIALS:

I agree that it is not ok to be on the wrong side of a so-called “non-essential.” Most people, if they really thought about it, would likely agree that it is not ok for them to be wrong about anything, especially God. If I know I am wrong (some still call that sin), why would I be ok with it? Why wouldn’t I change (some still call that repentance) and be right?

But what happens when my God-fearing, Christ-loving, Bible believing neighbor is wrong about God? Now we have a different situation. I have a responsibility to seek the truth personally. But do I have a responsibility to demand that same level of understanding from all believers? Will I break fellowship with them over a theological or doctrinal disagreement? Will I discredit their faith? If so, over which doctrines will I break Christian fellowship or deny another’s faith? Where do I draw the line? 

It seems to me that the Roman Catholic church has drawn some lines. The RC church does not seem to have doctrinal conformity from every country, parish, and Christian. All I have to do is call a RC friend and have a conversation about to birth control to verify this fact. But the RC church still accepts that “believer in error” as “one of theirs.” So, in a way, the RC church practices the concept I am talking about. It is not ok (according to the RC church) for these people to disagree about birth control. But it does not seem to be essential for fellowship and they are not excommunicated. I do not feel that the same understanding is extended 
to other sincere followers of Christ.


ON THE ISSUE OF UNITY:

Unity is a core value of the Restoration movement. Churches divide for many reasons. Some are significant, such as the issue of the deity of Christ. Some are less significant, such as the date that we celebrate Christmas or the Resurrection (which, by the way, is celebrated every week in both of our churches). It is possible that one of the reasons the Church (meaning all Christians) has become divided is because we have put restrictions where God has placed freedom or vice-versa.

Do you realize that if you come up with thirty two disputed doctrines/issues where there are at least two opposing positions, then theoretically speaking everyone on this planet could claim a unique combination of beliefs and we could each have our own, single person church? My point is that demanding conformity on every issue is a recipe for division. It is not ok for our Christian brothers to be in error. But it is not ok for me to demand conformity to the point of promoting division. 


WHAT MODERN UNITY LOOKS LIKE:

When the Roman Catholic church was going through devastating scandals in Boston (and also recently here near Philadelphia), the subject came up with my (Roman Catholic) in-laws. Though I disagree strongly with many teachings of the Roman Catholic church, and though I feel excluded from parts of the cooperate worship of the RC church, my attitude is that I truly believe in the holy catholic (universal) church. Therefore, concerning the scandals, I will grieve for those who were hurt while I pray for justice. I will not use this as an opportunity to attack Christian brothers. And I would hope for the same treatment if my congregation were in a similar situation.

You see when the Roman Catholics use the word “catholic” it seems to be for the purposes of exclusion (vis., “Roman Catholic” seems to be another denomination). But when I use the word “catholic” it is for the purposes of inclusion (vis., all “Christians” are part of the universal church). Or, as Edward Markham wrote:

“He drew a circle that shut me out. Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout. But Love and I had the wit to win. We drew a circle that took him in.”


Or if you prefer, as Jesus said:
“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one.” John 17:20-22

Finally, though I am flattered to be called a “scholar” I would not consider a seminary degree the prerequisite for labelling someone thus. I have sat at the feet of real scholars, whose knowledge far exceed mine, and I am thankful for their instruction.

I look forward to your reply. Fellow Servant, Matt Johnson
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(Matt Johnson writes and John Martignoni responds)
I agree that it is not ok to be on the wrong side of a so-called “non-essential.” Most people, if they really thought about it, would likely agree that it is not ok for them to be wrong about anything, especially God. If I know I am wrong (some still call that sin), why would I be ok with it? Why wouldn’t I change (some still call that repentance) and be right?


The problem is one of being able to know the truth…any truth. How do you know if you’re wrong, when your entire belief system is based on your own interpretation of the Bible? Are you infallible? Who is there who can tell you you’re wrong? Or that you’re right? This is why many non-Catholic Christians believe it is okay to disagree on the “non-essentials” as long as they agree on the “essentials.” This is merely a clever word game to get around the fact that they have no authoritative way of determining who is right and who is wrong when it comes to Christian doctrine and practice (other than the fact, of course, that everyone knows Catholics are wrong). By doing this, they don’t have to tell anyone else that they’re wrong (except, of course, the Catholics), and they don’t even have to consider the possibility that they could be wrong.


I have had Baptists, Methodists, Evangelicals, etc. tell me that they know their particular faith tradition doesn’t have it 100% correct when it comes to doctrine. They don’t believe any faith tradition does (so much for Jesus founding a church that knows what it’s doing). So, they have to devise a way of looking at things that makes them feel better about the fact that they don’t have it 100% right…and that is where the essentials and non-essentials come in.


They have to label certain Christian doctrines as being non-essential. That way, if they’re wrong about these doctrines, well, that’s okay, because those are “non-essential” doctrines. It makes them feel good. It helps them to sleep at night. Because, if these Christian doctrines that the Baptists, Methodists, Evangelicals, Lutherans, Episcopalians, Fundamentalists, etc. disagree on are indeed essential doctrines, then they’ve got a problem. The problem is they have no one who can authoritatively say which belief is correct and which is incorrect. Everyone can interpret the Bible authoritatively for themselves, so one Bible interpretation is just as authoritative as another Bible interpretation (unless, of course, it’s a Catholic interpreting the Bible – everyone knows Catholic interpretations are wrong).


But what happens when my God-fearing, Christ-loving, Bible believing neighbor is wrong about God? Now we have a different situation. I have a responsibility to seek the truth personally. But do I have a responsibility to demand that same level of understanding from all believers? Will I break fellowship with them over a theological or doctrinal disagreement? Will I discredit their faith? If so, over which doctrines will I break Christian fellowship or deny another’s faith? Where do I draw the line?


Do you have a responsibility to “demand the same level of understanding from all believers?” How about this instead – do you have the responsibility to teach the truth, the fullness of the truth, to all believers? People have to believe the truth with the full and free consent of their intellect and their will. You have the responsibility to present them with the truth and give them the option to accept or reject it. Doesn’t Jesus pray that we be one as He and the Father are one? Do He and the Father disagree on doctrine? Any doctrine? Even the so-called “non-essential” doctrines? No, of course they don’t. Did the Apostles disagree on doctrine? Did they teach all kinds of different doctrines to their disciples? Of course not.


You ask: “Will I break fellowship over a theological disagreement or doctrinal disagreement?” Have you looked at Protestantism lately? That happens every day! New denominations are forming all the time because people are breaking fellowship over theological and doctrinal disagreements. That’s how Protestantism came to be in the first place. If you don’t think you should break fellowship over theological or doctrinal disagreement, then get thee back to the Catholic Church. Besides, didn’t the Apostles break fellowship with folks who were teaching false doctrines?


You also asked, “Will I discredit their faith? If so, over which doctrines will I break Christian fellowship or deny another’s faith? Where do I draw the line?” (Sounds a lot like you believe in the essential vs. non-essential thing here.) Well, why don’t you draw the line at the truth? Isn’t that a good place to draw the line? In John 4 Jesus tells the woman at the well that her people “worship what you do not know.” Is that discrediting her faith? If so, so be it. I am not content to let people wallow in ignorance about God nor to let them wallow in error about God. Are you? Is it discrediting someone’s faith to tell them they’re wrong in some aspect of their belief? Or is that the ultimate in charity? 


It seems to me that the Roman Catholic church has drawn some lines. The RC church does not seem to have doctrinal conformity from every country, parish, and Christian. All I have to do is call a RC friend and have a conversation about to birth control to verify this fact. But the RC church still accepts that “believer in error” as “one of theirs.” So, in a way, the RC church practices the concept I am talking about. It is not ok (according to the RC church) for these people to disagree about birth control. But it does not seem to be essential for fellowship and they are not excommunicated. I do not feel that the same understanding is extended to other sincere followers of Christ.


Here you seem to not fully understand Catholic teaching and practice. You are correct – the Roman Catholic Church does not have doctrinal conformity from every country, parish, or Christian – which is to the possible spiritual demise of those who are not in conformity with the teachings of the Church. However, the Church does have doctrinal conformity in its teachings. This cannot be said for the Christian faith traditions that teach essentials vs. non-essentials (by the way, who gets to decide what is an essential and what is a non-essential?). And, for those who are not in conformity with Church teachings…those who believe and practice, for example, contraception…this is a very grave matter, and fellowship indeed has been broken. The Church does not need to break fellowship with them, because they have broken fellowship with the Church.

Whether it be contraception or some other area of non-conformity to Church teaching, these folks have broken fellowship with the Church, with the Body of Christ. Again, this is a very serious and grave matter. They should not receive Communion (the Lord’s Supper) if such is the case. They should not receive Communion, because they are not in communion with the Church. They are, in essence, out of fellowship with the Church until they repent and confess their sins and receive absolution. They may be “sincere followers of Christ,” but they are sincerely wrong in what they are doing. And, the Church extends the exact same understanding to non-Catholics who err in their beliefs…it tells them they are wrong and asks them to come to the knowledge of the truth…the truth that will set them free.


ON THE ISSUE OF UNITY:

Unity is a core value of the Restoration movement. Churches divide for many reasons. Some are significant, such as the issue of the deity of Christ. Some are less significant, such as the date that we celebrate Christmas or the Resurrection (which, by the way, is celebrated every week in both of our churches). It is possible that one of the reasons the Church (meaning all Christians) has become divided is because we have put restrictions where God has placed freedom or vice-versa.


I don’t believe we are divided because we have put restrictions where God has placed freedom, we are divided because of pride. We don’t want to submit to the authority that God has placed over us. We each want to decide for ourselves, based on our own limited understanding of the Bible what is right and what is wrong. What is true doctrine and what is false doctrine. What is moral and what is immoral. I don’t need any church telling me what to believe, no sir!


Do you realize that if you come up with thirty two disputed doctrines/issues where there are at least two opposing positions, then theoretically speaking everyone on this planet could claim a unique combination of beliefs and we could each have our own, single person church? My point is that demanding conformity on every issue is a recipe for division. It is not ok for our Christian brothers to be in error. But it is not ok for me to demand conformity to the point of promoting division.


You seem to be saying that we shouldn’t insist on the truth because it will cause division. Which would you rather have…unity or truth? Didn’t Jesus demand conformity? Didn’t He say the truth will cause division? Didn’t the Apostles demand conformity? We are, at least in Protestantism, indeed heading to the point where each person has their own single person church. That is what the dogma of Sola Scriptura is all about. I am my own church. I am my own Pope. I am my own authority. I am my own theologian. I am my own pastor. I decide everything that is right and wrong in terms of God based on what I read in the Bible. I am my own church. Demanding conformity isn’t the problem, not demanding truth is the problem. Having essential vs. non-essential doctrines is the problem.


WHAT MODERN UNITY LOOKS LIKE:

When the Roman Catholic church was going through devastating scandals in Boston (and also recently here near Philadelphia), the subject came up with my (Roman Catholic) in-laws. Though I disagree strongly with many teachings of the Roman Catholic church, and though I feel excluded from parts of the corporate worship of the RC church, my attitude is that I truly believe in the holy catholic (universal) church. Therefore, concerning the scandals, I will grieve for those who were hurt while I pray for justice. I will not use this as an opportunity to attack Christian brothers. And I would hope for the same treatment if my congregation were in a similar situation.


I have a question: why, if you “disagree strongly with many teachings of the Roman Catholic church,” do you feel excluded from parts of the corporate worship of the RC Church? Isn’t it understandable that if you strongly disagree with many of our teachings, that you would be excluded from certain parts of our corporate worship? I mean, you don’t believe what we believe…particularly the part, the Eucharist, which signifies unity! Why would you want communion in the Church if you are not in union with the Church? That has never made any sense to me.


You see when the Roman Catholics use the word “catholic” it seems to be for the purposes of exclusion (vis., “Roman Catholic” seems to be another denomination). 

But when I use the word “catholic” it is for the purposes of inclusion (vis., all “Christians” are part of the universal church). Or, as Edward Markham wrote:

He drew a circle that shut me out. Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout. But Love and I had the wit to win. We drew a circle that took him in. 


Very nice.

I disagree 100% with your characterization. First of all, “Roman Catholic” is a name given to those who followed the Pope during the time of the Deformation (or, Reformation, as most call it). It was a term of derision. It still apparently bothers some Catholics…I am not one of them. Catholic means universal whether it is capitalized and used as a proper noun or whether it is lower case and used as an adjective. The Catholic Church is the same as the catholic church. It is the universal church. All Christians belong, in one way or another, to the Catholic Church, whether they realize it or not. There is nothing exclusionary about it.


Or if you prefer, as Jesus said:
“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one.” John 17:20-22


How can you be one with a Christian who believes things about God, about Jesus, about the Church, about Christian teachings and practice, about Christian morals, that you do not believe? How are you one with that person? Are you one with a person who believes in error? Is there room for error in the teachings of the Church founded by Jesus Christ? Is there room for contradictory teachings in the Church founded by Jesus Christ? I say error has no place in the Church’s teachings, you seem to be saying otherwise.


Strategies

Still talking in generalities in these emails…not much on specific doctrines or dogmas. The one point I’ve already brought up, and which will probably be the main point throughout this conversation, is the point about Sola Scriptura and authority. Who gets to decide which interpretation of the Bible is correct, and which is incorrect?


Essentially, what’s going on here, is that he believes Catholics to be wrong…hasn’t specifically stated where yet…which means he believes himself to be right. Well, how does he know he’s right and Catholics are wrong? Because his interpretation of the Bible tells him he’s right. By whose authority does he declare himself to be right and Catholics to be wrong? By his own authority. This gets to the “But That’s My Interpretation” strategy that I teach…since everyone is allowed, under the dogma of Sola Scriptura (Bible only), to read the Bible and interpret for themselves what is true doctrine and what is false doctrine, then you can’t tell me that my interpretation is wrong. You can tell me that you believe your interpretation to be more valid than my interpretation, but you can’t tell me that mine is wrong. You can’t tell me that because it’s my interpretation, and, under your theology, I’m allowed (encouraged, mandated) to read the Bible for myself and decide for myself, without having to answer to any other authority outside of myself, what is true Christian doctrine and what is false Christian doctrine. So, if I have the right to do that, and then exercise my right to do that, how can you tell me I’m wrong when I do that?

Yet, that is exactly what folks who go by the Bible alone (in other words, their interpretation of the Bible alone) do when they come across a Catholic. We’re right, you’re wrong, they say. Based on what? Their own authority to interpret the Bible for themselves. And, what happens when the Catholic exercises his own authority to read and interpret the Bible and comes up with a different interpretation? Well, we, of course, are wrong. Hello?! This little bit of sleight of mind needs to be pointed out to folks over and over again. Again, the best they can do, under their theological system, is say they disagree with our interpretation…they can’t tell us we’re wrong without violating their own dogma.
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Introduction
In this issue, I’m continuing the exchange with Matt Johnson. Below is his reply in its entirety, and then his reply with mine mixed in.

John,

Since you asked some questions in your reply, I will start with those.


You asked: “Are you infallible?”
Response: It would be blasphemous for any person (other than God) to answer “yes” to that question.


You asked: “Who is there who can tell you you’re wrong? Or that you’re right?”
Response: 1 Corinthians 2:10ff. Also, perhaps you have already answered this question indirectly, but I would like to directly turn that question around on you. 


You asked: “Do you have the responsibility to teach the truth, the fullness of the truth, to all believers?”
Response: Yes that is, in part, what I am doing right now.


You asked: “Do He [Jesus] and the Father disagree on doctrine? Any doctrine?”
Response: No.


You asked: “Even the so-called ‘non-essential’ doctrines?” 
Response: You are the one who introduced the phrase “non-essential” to this dialogue, not me.


You asked: “Did the Apostles disagree on doctrine? Did they teach all kinds of different doctrines to their disciples?”
Response: I believe my approach more accurately represents the way Apollos’ 
deficiencies were treated by the church than yours (Acts 18:24ff). 


You asked: “Have you looked at Protestantism lately”
Response: Protestantism is an attempt to purify or restore the Church to its New Testament design. Surely you understand this as Rome is guilty of attempting the same thing. Does 1054 A.D. ring a bell?


You asked: “Besides, didn’t the Apostles break fellowship with folks who were teaching false doctrines? Well, why don’t you draw the line at the truth? Isn’t that a good place to draw the line?”
Response: It is clever the way you claim to be the one on the side of truth here. I find it interesting that you did not respond to the only two items I brought up as “less significant.” These were the dates that Christmas and so-called Easter are celebrated. Could it be that you recognize that the RC church draws lines that are not always concurrent with truth?


You asked: “Is it discrediting someone’s faith to tell them they’re wrong in some aspect of their belief? Or is that the ultimate in charity?”
Response: Telling someone they are wrong is one thing. If they are wrong and need corrected it is actually an act of grace if truth is spoken in love. Yet you may have misdirected the argument. You seem to have taken your position so far that if someone fails to celebrate Christmas on Dec. 
25, then they have fallen from the grace of God and fellowship of the church.


You asked: “Which would you rather have…unity or truth?” 
Response: I believe both are achieved through the Word of God.


You Asked: “Didn’t Jesus demand conformity? Didn’t He say the truth will cause division? Didn’t the Apostles demand conformity?”
Response: You seem to be guilty of what one of my theology professors called “proving too much.” The RC church is infamous for this. 


You asked: “I have a question: why, if you ‘disagree strongly with many teachings of the Roman Catholic church,’ do you feel excluded from parts of the corporate worship of the RC Church? Isn’t it understandable that if you strongly disagree with many of our teachings, that you would be excluded from certain parts of our corporate worship? I mean, you don’t believe what we believe…particularly the part, the Eucharist, which signifies unity! Why would you want communion in the Church if you are not in union with the Church?”
Response: Be careful with that Church with a capitol “C” It is misleading. The RC church chooses to exclude me. I, however, consider the RC church included in the universal Church. I am in union with the Church, whether you recognize it or not. The Church is much bigger than those under the instruction of the Vatican. The Church includes all who are disciples of Jesus Christ.


You asked: “How can you be one with a Christian who believes things about God, about Jesus, about the Church, about Christian teachings and practice, about Christian morals, that you do not believe?”
Response: It is easy, Jesus prayed for me to do this and I intend to be an answer to his prayer.


You asked: How are you one with that person? Are you one with a person who believes in error? Is there room for error in the teachings of the Church founded by Jesus Christ? Is there room for contradictory teachings in the Church founded by Jesus Christ? 
Response: There is no excuse and no reason to accept false teaching. It is wrong. It is unacceptable, just like when my son misleads my daughter. Yet at no time do I disown either of them. I believe in absolute truth. I believe that many well-meaning Christians, including those in the RC church teach falsely. I also believe in grace. It is time that we recognize that 
grace covers not only error in action, but also error in doctrine. We had better pray it does not take perfect theology to get into heaven or to achieve Christian fellowship.


Well, there it is. By my account, we have broached these subjects:
The Spirit’s role in interpreting the Bible; History of the early Church; History of the Roman Catholic Church; Denominations and how they came into existence; Distinction between Christian fellowship and Christian teaching; Absolute truth; Authority of the Roman Catholic church; The Eucharist; Essentials vs. Non-essentials.


Shall we narrow this list?

My point in bringing up everything I have thus far goes back to my first question, “What do you consider essential to Christian faith?” You responded with the Apostles’ Creed. Would it be fair to say that your first response could be simplified? Instead of the Apostles’ Creed, would it be fair to say that your true essential is papal infallibility? 

Matt Johnson 

Dear Matt,

My responses are below yours…


Matt: Since you asked some questions in your reply, I will start with those.
You asked: “Are you infallible?”
Response: It would be blasphemous for any person (other than God) to answer “yes” to that question.

John: Then you do not believe the Apostles were infallible? Also, if you are not infallible, could what you are representing to me as truth, be wrong? After all, you are not infallible…so you could be wrong, right?


Strategies: 

Again, this goes to the “But That’s My Interpretation” Strategy that I mentioned in last week’s newsletter. He’s not infallible, by his own admission, so why should I believe what he says over what “Rome” says? Or over what Martin Luther says? Or over what John Calvin says? Or over what Dr. Scott Hahn says? Or over what I say? And, if he doesn’t believe anyone is infallible when it comes to interpreting the Scriptures, then the best he can say is that he believes his fallible, man-made, non-authoritative interpretation is better than the next guy’s fallible, man-made, non-authoritative interpretation. He cannot declare the next guy’s interpretation to be absolutely wrong, without contradicting his own position, because he has already admitted (by denying infallibility) that he could be the one who is wrong.


The other thing is, he says that it would be “blasphemous” for anyone other than God to claim infallibility. Yet, he obviously believes those who wrote the Scriptures were infallible, and he also obviously believes that whoever it was that told us which books belong in the Bible was infallible. Paul pretty much claims infallibility in 1 Cor 14:37 when he says that what he is writing a “command of the Lord.” And then we have Luke 10:16 where Jesus says, “He who hears you, hears Me; and he who rejects you rejects Me.” We also have Matthew 16 and Matthew 18 where Jesus gives first Peter and then all the Apostles in union with Peter the power to bind and loose on earth. And, we have 1 John 4:6 which states: “We are of God. Whoever knows God listens to us, and he who is not of God does not listen to us. By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error.” All of those passages speak to the gift of infallibility. So, obviously, folks other than just God can be infallible.


Matt: You asked: “Who is there who can tell you you’re wrong? Or that you’re right?” Response: 1 Corinthians 2:10ff. Also, perhaps you have already answered this question indirectly, but I would like to directly turn that question around on you. 

John: Are you trying to tell me that you are guided by the Holy Spirit, and, as a result, cannot be wrong? In response to your question, the Church can authoritatively tell me whether I’m wrong or right on a given issue of faith or morals.


Strategies:

This is the first instance, of several, in this exchange where he doesn’t answer my question. I asked point blank, “Who is there who can tell you you’re wrong? Or that you’re right?” He answered with 1 Cor 2:10 and following, which is all about the Spirit of God. Which, would seem to contradict his earlier statement that for anyone to proclaim infallibility is blasphemous. Because, if you claim to be guided by the Spirit of God, then either you must be infallible, or you think the Spirit of God can make mistakes when He guides you…which is indeed blasphemous. 


Matt: You asked: “Do you have the responsibility to teach the truth, the fullness of the truth, to all believers?” Response: Yes that is, in part, what I am doing right now.

John: Again, though, if you are not infallible, how do you know that you are teaching the truth, and not error?


Matt: You asked: “Do He [Jesus] and the Father disagree on doctrine? Any doctrine?” Response: No.

John: Then do you agree that the Church founded by Jesus Christ cannot have conflicting and contradictory doctrines existing in harmony with one another?


Matt: You asked: "Even the so-called “non-essential doctrines?” 
Response: You are the one who introduced the phrase “non-essential” to this dialogue, not me.

John: I’ll take that as a “no,” based upon your answer immediately above.


Matt: You asked: “Did the Apostles disagree on doctrine? Did they teach all kinds of different doctrines to their disciples?” Response: I believe my approach more accurately represents the way Apollos’ deficiencies were treated by the church than yours (Acts 18:24ff). 

John: You didn’t answer the question. Did the Apostle’s disagree on doctrine? Yes or no? Your reference to Apollos is not relevant to the question. Apollos wasn’t teaching different doctrines, was he?


Strategies: 
Again, he avoids answering the question. Sending me off to a scripture passage about Apollos which has nothing to do with the question I asked. If you read Acts 18:24 and following, you read that Apollos was teaching “accurately” (“diligently” in some translations) the things of the Lord. Priscilla and Aquila took him aside and taught him the way of God more “accurately” or more “perfectly.” Nowhere does it say that Apollos was teaching different doctrine…in fact, the Bible records that he was indeed teaching “the things of the Lord.” Can the “things of the Lord” be considered to be different doctrine than what the Apostles taught? Don’t think so. Again, the very popular tactic among folks of not giving a direct answer to a direct question. I have almost come to believe that “yes” and “no” are words that are not often used in the Protestant vocabulary. Why does he have to avoid the question? Because he seems to believe that you can have true unity within the church even if you don’t have doctrinal unity. A belief which I can nowhere find in the Scriptures. 


Matt: You asked: “Have you looked at Protestantism lately?” Response: Protestantism is an attempt to purify or restore the Church to its New Testament design. Surely you understand this as Rome is guilty of attempting the same thing. Does 1054 A.D. ring a bell?

John: Protestantism is an attempt to purify the Church? How, by breaking it up into thousands of different groups, each with their own set of doctrines based on the latest and greatest “correct” interpretation of Scripture that someone “guided by the Holy Spirit” comes up with? 


Matt: You asked: “Besides, didn’t the Apostles break fellowship with folks who were teaching false doctrines? Well, why don’t you draw the line at the truth? Isn’t that a good place to draw the line?” Response: It is clever the way you claim to be the one on the side of truth here. I find it interesting that you did not respond to the only two items I brought up as “less significant.” These were the dates that Christmas and so-called Easter are celebrated. Could it be that you recognize that the RC church draws lines that are not always concurrent with truth?

John: Again, you didn’t answer the question. Did the Apostles break fellowship with folks who were teaching false doctrine…yes or no? Of course I claim to be on the side of the truth here. Do you not think that you are on the side of truth? Are you saying that I have no right to claim to be on the side of the truth, but you do? Have no clue what you are talking about in terms of the Church and the dates that Easter and Christmas are celebrated. What lines do you believe the Church has drawn that are not “concurrent with truth” in terms of Easter and Christmas?


Matt: You asked: “Is it discrediting someone’s faith to tell them they’re wrong in some aspect of their belief? Or is that the ultimate in charity?” Response: Telling someone they are wrong is one thing. If they are wrong and need corrected it is actually an act of grace; if truth is spoken in love. Yet you may have misdirected the argument. You seem to have taken your position so far that if someone fails to celebrate Christmas on Dec. 25, then they have fallen from the grace of God and fellowship of the church.

John: Please tell me where, in the official teaching of the Church, it says that if someone does not celebrate Christmas on December 25, then they have fallen from the grace of God and fellowship of the Church? I believe there are Orthodox Churches that celebrate Christmas on another date…the Catholic Church does not teach that they have fallen from the grace of God as a result. Talk about a straw man.


Strategies: 
This is not uncommon for folks to do…bring up something that makes you go, “Huh?!” If he really believes what he’s saying here, then he’s a bit off in his knowledge of Catholicism. Whenever anyone claims the Church does this or that, and it sounds a bit strange to you, ask them to give you a clear reference for what they’re saying…and demand a reference from the Church itself, such as the Catechism…don’t accept a reference from some website somewhere. Accept evidence about Church teaching from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. From the Church. Unlike any other church that I am aware of, the Catholic Church puts its teachings out there for all to see. So, if someone claims the Church teaches this or that, tell them to show you an official magisterial source for their claim. 


Matt: You asked: “Which would you rather have…unity or truth?” 
Response: I believe both are achieved through the Word of God.

John: Interesting, doesn’t the Word of God Himself say that he came to bring division? Why is that, you think? 
Could it be because truth causes division? Some believe and some don’t. In other words, if you don’t believe the same thing on doctrines and morals, you cannot have unity. You cannot have true unity unless you agree on the truth. 

You can have the appearance of unity, the appearance of harmony…as we see in many places in Protestantism, but you do not have true unity because they all believe in a different set of doctrines.


Strategies: 

Again, as in much of Protestantism, what they say sounds kind of good on the surface of it, but once you start asking questions and getting underneath the surface, things tend not to flow together too well. He wants unity among Christians, but this unity of his doesn’t depend on doctrinal unity. Truth appears to be important, but doctrinal unity doesn’t appear to be. Well, I’m sorry, but you can’t have unity without truth. If you don’t have doctrinal unity, you don’t have truth. So, if you don’t have doctrinal unity, you don’t have unity…at least not when it comes to Christianity. Yet, everything he believes is supposedly based on the Word of God. But, when you read through the New Testament, can you can find a place where it was okay to not have doctrinal unity within the church? 


Matt: You asked: “Didn’t Jesus demand conformity? Didn’t He say the truth will cause division? Didn’t the Apostles demand conformity?” Response: You seem to be guilty of what one of my theology professors called “proving too much” The RC church is infamous for this. 

John: Again, you didn’t answer the questions. 


Matt: You asked: “I have a question: why, if you ‘disagree strongly with many teachings of the Roman Catholic church,’ why do you feel excluded from parts of the corporate worship of the RC Church? Isn’t it understandable that if you strongly disagree with many of our teachings, that you would be excluded from certain parts of our corporate worship? I mean, you don’t believe what we believe…particularly the part, the Eucharist, which signifies unity! Why would you want comm-union in the Church if you are not in union with the Church?”
Response: Be careful with that Church with a capitol “C.” It is misleading. The RC church chooses to exclude me. I, however, consider the RC church included in the universal Church. I am in union with the Church, whether you recognize it or not. The Church is much bigger than those under the instruction of the Vatican. The Church includes all who are disciples of Jesus Christ.

John: Again, you didn’t answer the question. The Church does not exclude you. Everyone who believes as we believe, everyone who is in union with the Church (the RC Church), is welcome to participate in the Eucharist. If you do not believe as we do, then you would be a hypocrite and a liar to receive Communion in our Church. When you receive Communion in our Church, you are stating with your body that you believe as we believe. If you don’t, and you receive anyway, then you are a liar and a hypocrite. Again I ask, why do you want to participate in a ritual that you do not believe to be what we believe it to be? 


Also, do you check what you write for logic? You consider the Catholic Church as part of the universal Church. You consider yourself in union with the universal Church. Yet, you are not in union with the Catholic Church. How can the Catholic Church be “included in the universal Church,” if you are in union with the universal Church, but you are not in union with the Catholic Church? That doesn’t make any sense whatsoever. And, if the Church includes all who are disciples of Christ, then are you saying that doctrine doesn’t matter in this universal Church of yours? Or, maybe doctrine doesn’t matter when it comes to being a disciple of Christ? Which is it? 


Matt: You asked: “How can you be one with a Christian who believes things about God, about Jesus, about the Church, about Christian teachings and practice, about Christian morals, that you do not believe?” Response: It is easy, Jesus prayed for me to do this and I intend to be an answer to his prayer. 

John: So, you believe you can have unity without truth. Seems to contradict what you said above.


Matt: You asked: “How are you one with that person? Are you one with a person who believes in error? Is there room for error in the teachings of the Church founded by Jesus Christ? Is there room for contradictory teachings in the Church founded by Jesus Christ?”
Response: There is no excuse and no reason to accept false teaching. It is wrong. It is unacceptable, just like when my son misleads my daughter. Yet at no time do I disown either of them. I believe in absolute truth. I believe that many well-meaning Christians, including those in the RC church teach falsely. I also believe in grace. It is time that we recognize that grace covers not only error in action, but also error in doctrine. We had better pray it does not take perfect theology to get into heaven; or to achieve Christian fellowship.

John: Again, you didn’t answer the question. Can you be one with someone who believes in false doctrine…yes or no? It takes truth to get into Heaven (John 8:32). 
Are you not aware that you can leave the faith by believing in the doctrines of demons? You say it’s wrong to believe in false doctrines and that there is no excuse for it…yet, you seem to also be saying that you can believe in false doctrines and still be saved? Where does the Bible say that? And, if I can believe in false doctrines and still be saved, then why are you trying to teach the truth, as you see it, to me? I’m saved anyway, am I not?


Regarding disowning…again I ask, did the Apostles disown folks who believed in false doctrines or not? Besides, the Church disowns no one. They disown themselves. Regarding Christian fellowship, Catholics fellowship with non-Catholic Christians all the time. Do you contend that we don’t? 


Matt: Well, there it is. By my account, we have broached these subjects: The Spirit’s role in interpreting the Bible; History of the early Church; History of the Roman Catholic Church; Denominations and how they came into existence; Distinction between Christian fellowship and Christian teaching; Absolute truth; Authority of the Roman Catholic church; The Eucharist; Essentials vs. Non-essentials.
Shall we narrow this list?
My point in bringing up everything I have thus far goes back to my first question, “What do you consider essential to Christian faith?” You responded with the Apostles’ Creed. Would it be fair to say that your first response could be simplified? Instead of the Apostles’ Creed, would it be fair to say that your true essential is papal infallibility? 

John: No, it wouldn’t be fair to say our true essential is papal infallibility. Papal infallibility is a gift that allows us to know what is the spirit of truth and what is the spirit of error. You say one can know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error on any given doctrine by simply picking up the Bible and reading for themselves to authoritatively decide for themselves what is true doctrine and what is false doctrine. Show me where the Bible says anything of the sort? Because of papal infallibility, we have a sure guide in being able to distinguish truth from error. We rely on the Church. You rely on yourself. And, furthermore, your theology gives everyone else the right to rely on themselves. The problem is, what happens when Pope Matt’s interpretation of a verse differs from Pope Sally’s interpretation? Or Pope Jimmy’s interpretation? Or Pope Bubba’s interpretation? 

http://www.biblechristiansociety.com/newsletter/45-apologetics-for-the-masses-issue-35 
Introduction

This newsletter is continuing my conversation with Matt Johnson. In this round of exchanges, he pretty much ignores my last email and goes back to talking about the Apostles’ Creed. Which means he didn’t answer any of the questions I’d been trying to get him to answer for the last 2 emails. However, I didn’t try to push him on the questions that I asked in my last email (which is what I would normally do) because I will come back to those questions in a later email, and because I felt this email of his gave me another opportunity to continue with the “But That’s My Interpretation” strategy, as you will see below. 


One thing I wanted to mention before getting into this current week’s dialogue, is that 3 or 4 of you wrote to comment/ask about my response to Matt concerning his claim that "[Catholics] seem to have taken your position so far that if someone fails to celebrate Christmas on Dec. 25, then they have fallen from the grace of God and fellowship of the church.

I responded to him by saying that I believe there are some Orthodox Churches that do not celebrate Christmas on the 25th of December and that we do not believe they have fallen from the grace of God because of that. A few of you wrote to say that you thought he might be speaking about the requirement for Catholics of attending Mass on a holy day of obligation…which Christmas is. 


Well, a couple of points: 

1) He may have been referring to the requirement for Catholics to attend Mass on Christmas, but that’s not what he said. I never try to help an opponent out with his argument. If that’s what he was talking about, that’s what he should have said. So, in response, I gave him one example to show that what he was saying is not true…which is all one has to do to prove his assertion wrong. 


2) A Catholic is not required to believe that Christ was actually born on December 25th. He is not required to give folks gifts on December 25th, or to have turkey or ham or pecan pie or put up a Christmas tree or anything else. What the Catholic is required to do, is to obey the Body of Christ, the Church, in matters of faith and morals. And, one of the matters that we must be obedient in is attending Mass on Sunday and on holy days of obligation. And, if the Church says December 25th is a holy day of obligation, then I have to attend Mass that day. Period. If I don’t, then I have committed an offense not because I don’t believe Jesus was born on December 25th, my offense is that I have disobeyed the Church…the Church that God gave the authority of binding and loosing to. 

John,

If I may repeat my narration of our exchange so far, it is thus:

You asked me where we should start. 

I responded by asking you what you considered to be essential Christian teaching.

You responded with the so-called Apostles’ Creed. I recently responded that it is interesting that you chose to give me a non-inspired, man-made creed. I wrote that if you asked me the same question I would just give you a Bible.

You responded that the so-called Apostles’ Creed contains teachings that are essential to the Christian faith. Then you asked me what parts of the creed that I disagree with. Now we are getting somewhere. You wrote, “If you ask me what I believe, I will give you the Bible, as well.” But the fact is, you didn’t. No you gave me something else. You gave me something LESS than the Bible. This is but one illustration of how far your faith has traveled from the authority of the divine book towards the manufactured authority of the institution called the Roman Catholic church. 

My specific point here does not even involve the veracity of this creed (though that subject would make for an interesting exchange). My point is that you have gone outside the scriptures for something you call essential. I find that very telling.

So let me ask you, what makes this creed so essential? Why did you mention that creed? Why didn’t you give the Bible as your response instead of that creed?

Obviously there is much more I could write, but I’d like to stay on point here.

In Grace, Matt Johnson


Matt,

Your words are in navy blue color, and my comments are below them in bold. John


Matt: If I may repeat my narration of our exchange so far, it is thus:

You asked me where we should start. 

I responded by asking you what you considered to be essential Christian teaching.


John: Well, let’s be precise here, you asked me what I consider to be the “essentials of faith.” I responded by giving you what I consider to be the “core beliefs” of “the” faith, meaning Christianity. I specifically stated that I do not believe in essential vs. non-essential doctrines. I wish to be precise for you have taken me to task for answering incorrectly (as you see it) a question which you actually never asked me, as I will show below. 


Matt: You responded with the so-called Apostles’ Creed. I recently responded that it is interesting that you chose to give me a non-inspired, man-made creed. I wrote that if you asked me the same question I would just give you a Bible. 
John: Actually, you wouldn’t “just” give me a Bible. You would give me the Bible and your own fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of the Bible. And, if I didn’t accept your fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of the Bible, you would accuse me of all sorts of things, as you have done. And I will prove that to you right here and now. 


Okay, let’s say that I have asked you what you believe to be “essential Christian teaching,” and you have responded by giving me a Bible and said, “This is essential Christian teaching.” So, I turn to Ephesians 2:3, and it says “so we were, by nature, children of wrath.” And I conclude that you believe we are all born into condemnation, as children of wrath, because of the sin of Adam. As the Bible further tells us in Romans 5:18, “Then as one man’s [Adam’s] trespass led to condemnation for all men…” So, do you believe in the fact that Adam’s sin led to the condemnation of all men and that, because of his sin, we are all born into the flesh as “children of wrath?” Are we in agreement on that very clear biblical teaching, brother?!


Let’s try it again. You’ve handed me a Bible and said, “This is essential Christian teaching,” and I open it up to John 6:51 and following. And I read that we must eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood in order to have eternal life. And I conclude that you believe we must literally eat the actual flesh and drink the actual blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life. I conclude that because that’s what the Bible says. So, do you believe in the fact that we must literally eat the flesh and drink the blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life? Are we in agreement on that very clear biblical teaching, brother?! 


Let’s try another one. You’ve handed me a Bible and said, “This is essential Christian teaching,” and I open it up to 2 Thessalonians 2:15 which says, “So then, brethren, stand firm and hold to the traditions which you were taught by us, either by word of mouth or by letter.” And I conclude that you believe we must follow what Paul the Apostle taught, whether he wrote it down or not. In other words, we must follow both the written traditions of the Apostles, and the oral traditions of the Apostles. Are we in agreement on that very clear biblical teaching, brother?!


One more. You’ve handed me a Bible and said, “This is essential Christian teaching,” and I open it up to John 20:21-23 where it says, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” And I conclude that you believe that Jesus gave some of His disciples the authority to forgive or retain sins. 
Or, as it says in Matthew 9:6-8, I conclude that you believe God has given men the authority on earth to forgive sins. So, there are men who can forgive sins or retain sins. Are we in agreement on that very clear biblical teaching, brother?!


Strategies/Comments: 
The point of all of this, if you haven’t already figured it out, is that no one just gives you a Bible and says, “Here are the essentials of the Faith.” They hand you the Bible along with their own fallible, non-authoritative interpretation of the Bible. Because, if you take the Bible from their hand and see in the Bible how all the passages support Catholic teaching, and cite passages such as the ones above to show how the Bible directly states Catholic teaching, then all of a sudden the Bible, as a Catholic reads it, doesn’t hold the essentials of the Faith. You see, you need their interpretation to properly understand the Word of God, you can’t go by your interpretation. So, again, the point is to show that we (as Catholics) need someone to interpret the Bible for us, so that we can throw off the shackles of Rome and be de-programmed and de-Poped and de-Sacramented and de-Traditioned and de-Sainted and de-Maryed – we are not allowed to just read the Bible on our own to come to our own conclusions. 


Would you agree with me on all of those very clear biblical teachings? I think not. In other words, you don’t just hand me a Bible, you hand me your corrupted, non-authoritative, man-made, fallible interpretation of the Bible as well. Don’t you? And, if I don’t accept your corrupted, non-authoritative, man-made, fallible interpretation of the Bible, then I’m wrong, aren’t I? Gee, that sounds fair to me. 


Well, how come I’m the one who is wrong and not you? By what authority do you claim to have a more authentic interpretation of the scriptures than the one I have?


Strategies/Comments: Back to the “But That’s My Interpretation” Strategy. 

Plus, let’s say that you hand me the Bible and tell me that it is the “essentials of faith.” Fine. My question to you is: How do you know? How do you know the Bible contains the “essentials of faith?” WHO TOLD YOU THAT? Who? How do you know that the Bible is the Word of God? How do you know which books are supposed to be in the Bible? How do you even know who wrote the Bible? For example, can you tell me how you know Mark wrote Mark? And, which Mark wrote Mark? Do you know? How do you know? How do you know that what Mark wrote is the inspired Word of God? Very important questions. Please give me chapter and verse that tells us who wrote the Gospel of Mark and that it is indeed the inspired Word of God? Which chapter? Which verse? Where, in the Bible, is the list of books that are supposed to be in the Bible? If we go by the Bible alone, then the Bible must tell us somewhere which books are supposed to be in the Bible, right? How else would the early Christians know which books to include in Scripture?


Strategies/Comments: 
These are questions that you can ask any Protestant…anyone who claims to go by the Bible alone. You will not get back answers to these questions that contain a chapter and a verse. If you get an answer at all to these questions, it will be something along the lines of, “Well, we have the witness of the early Christians to tell us these things.” Can anyone say “Tradition?!” In other words, their claim of going by Scripture alone just went out the window. And, their argument for saying Catholics add to Scripture with our “traditions,” also just went out the window. That is, of course, if you get any answer at all. 


Matt: You responded that the so-called Apostles’ Creed contains teachings that are essential to the Christian faith. Then you asked me what parts of the creed that I disagree with. Now we are getting somewhere. You wrote, “If you ask me what I believe, I will give you the Bible, as well.” But the fact is, you didn’t. No you gave me something else. You gave me something LESS than the Bible. This is but one illustration of how far your faith has traveled from the authority of the divine book towards the manufactured authority of the institution called the Roman Catholic church. 


John: Here is where you chastise me for answering your question incorrectly (again, as you see it), but you are actually taking me to task for not giving the answer you want to a question you didn’t ask. There are two questions here: The first question pertains to the “essentials of faith.” Again, I said I don’t believe in essential vs. non-essential doctrines, so I answered with what I said are the “core beliefs” of Christianity…the beliefs around which all other Christian beliefs revolve. The second question, which you never asked, is: What do I believe? Or, more precisely, where do my beliefs come from? As I said above, if you asked me what I believe, which you did not, I, too, can hand you a Bible, and I can do even more. I can point you to the Church established by Jesus Christ Himself which can guide you in an authentic interpretation of that Bible. Can you do that? Who would you point me to as an authentic interpreter of scripture? Am I an authentic interpreter of scripture? Are you? 


Strategies/Comments: 
This question of who is or is not an “authentic interpreter” of Scripture is also a very good one to ask anyone who believes in Sola Scriptura – going by the Bible alone. You won’t get an answer. 
I can almost guarantee that Matt won’t answer this…and he’s even reading what I’m writing here. Sola Scriptura folks believe each individual has the right, the duty, to pick up Scripture, and, thinking for themselves without answering to any outside authority – because there is no authority outside of the individual reading Scripture – come to an understanding of what is and is not authentic Christian doctrine. So, if that’s the case, then every individual reading the Bible should be considered an “authentic interpreter” of Scripture, right?! 


But, he can’t admit to being an authentic interpreter of Scripture, can he? That would be an act of rank conceit, not to mention the infallibility thing that he doesn’t believe in. However, he can’t admit to not being an authentic interpreter of Scripture, can he? Because that would mean that anything he believes about what the Bible says, could be wrong. And, he can’t say that I am not an authentic interpreter, because then he’s admitting that I shouldn’t be picking up the Bible and reading it to come to my own conclusions without any outside authority – yet he believes I should be doing just that. But, he can’t say that I am an authentic interpreter because then he would have to agree with my interpretations of Scripture that he currently disagrees with. What is a sola scriptura person to do?! 


Matt: My specific point here does not even involve the veracity of this creed (though that subject would make for an interesting exchange). My point is that you have gone outside the scriptures for something you call essential. I find that very telling.


John: Actually, I haven’t gone “outside the scriptures” for anything. Everything in the Apostles’ Creed is scriptural. That’s why I asked you those questions – which are quite relevant to this discussion – about which part, or parts, of the Apostles’ Creed do you not believe in. It’s all from the Word of God. Do you really think that my believing in God the Father as Creator of heaven and earth as a core belief of Christianity, is going outside the scriptures? And do you further think that my believing in Jesus Christ being incarnated and born of a virgin as a core belief of Christianity, is going outside the scriptures? Again, please let me know which parts of the Apostles’ Creed you don’t believe in. 


But, let me go one step further here…where does it say, in the scriptures, or anywhere else for that matter, that going outside of the scriptures is a problem? Don’t the scriptures themselves say that there are many things that Jesus did that are not recorded in the scriptures? And, don’t the scriptures further say that man shall not live by bread alone, but by “every” word that comes forth from the mouth of God? So, if we’re to live by “every” word that comes forth from the mouth of God, but not every word that came forth from the mouth of God is recorded in scripture, as scripture itself says, then what does someone who goes by the scripture alone do in order to live by every word that comes forth from the mouth of God? 


Matt: I make no secret that my goal here is to show that the legitimate faith that you have in Jesus as the Christ has been tainted by false teachings. You have opened our exchange from your end with the authority of man-made creeds instead of the authority of the scriptures. This was one-hundred percent your decision. You did this in response to an open ended question. 


John: I have opened our exchange with the core beliefs of Christianity…which was what you asked me for…as found in the Word of God and as set forth in the Apostles’ Creed. You have opened our exchange with? Nothing! Well, actually, you have opened our exchange with some man-made test, of your own devising, which you claim I have answered incorrectly. Please do give me the scripture and the verse that says, “In order to test whether or not someone has an authentic Christian Faith, ask them to give you the ‘essentials of faith.’ If they respond with any answer other than ‘the Bible,’ then you know that their religion has become corrupted.” Where is that in the Bible? And please tell me how would a Christian who was alive in, say 50 A.D., have responded to your question? Would they have said, “The Bible?” 


Matt: So let me ask you, what makes this creed so essential? Why did you mention that creed? Why didn’t you give the Bible as your response instead of that creed?


John: I believe I have answered this above. But, to summarize, in response to your initial question, I gave you the “core beliefs” of Christianity as laid out in the Apostles’ Creed. You did not ask me for the sum of my beliefs nor for the source of my beliefs. In answer to that question, again, I say, the sum and the source of my beliefs are the Word of God. And, again, I ask, what’s wrong with the Apostles’ Creed? By what authority do you claim the Apostles’ Creed to be an insufficient answer to a question about the core beliefs of Christianity?
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This is a continuation of my conversation with Matt Johnson. The exchange below is rather long because it contains about 2 or 3 emails from each one of us. All of the responses are interspersed amongst each other and identified as Matt1, John1, Matt2, John2, etc., depending on the order the comments were made. Matt1 coming before John1 and John1 coming before Matt2 and so on. 


I wanted to include all of this at once, for a few reasons: 1) To break it up into two or three newsletters would make it difficult to follow the conversation and drag it out needlessly; 2) These emails pretty much go nowhere, as Matt himself agrees, and therefore I want to get them all out of the way at the same time. I thought about just skipping all of them, but I wouldn’t want to be accused of trying to hide something; 3) My latest email to him, which will be in the next newsletter, shifts the direction away from where the current conversation was headed (most of it, anyway), and went back to questions I had previously asked him and then focused primarily on our exchange about the Eucharist. 


So, when you read his responses labeled “Matt3” in this newsletter, I am pretty much giving him the last word on those – again, because there really isn’t much of substance there so it doesn’t matter if he has the last word on those things or not. Although, I may eventually go back and re-visit some of what he said as it might be applicable to what I hope is a new direction for this conversation.


I am not going to put in any comments because it is already long enough, and I don’t think they are really necessary here. Although, one thing I will say, is that sometimes it seems like he and I are speaking a different language…whether my fault, his, or both…but the extent of the dis-communication was more than I usually encounter. I mean, in one place I couldn’t even get him to understand that I was simply saying there is a difference between the words “core” and “essential.” 

Matt1 = Matt’s first correspondence; John1 = John’s first correspondence; Matt2 = Matt’s second correspondence; John2 = John’s second correspondence; Matt3 = Matt’s third correspondence


Matt1: If I may repeat my narration of our exchange so far, it is thus:
You asked me where we should start. I responded by asking you what you considered to be essential Christian teaching.


John1: Well, let’s be precise here, you asked me what I consider to be the “essentials of faith.” In my previous response, I merely I responded by giving you what I consider to be the “core beliefs” of “the” faith, meaning Christianity. I specifically stated that I do not believe in essential vs. non-essential doctrines. I wish to be precise for you have taken me to task for answering incorrectly (as you see it) a question which you actually never asked me, as I will show below. 


Matt2: “Essentials of faith”, “core beliefs”, “essential Christian teaching” – what you call precision, I recognize as a distinction without a difference (you even seem to use them interchangeably throughout your response). I’m not sure why you are littering the debate with this.


John2: First, I did not use the terms “core” and “essential” interchangeably in my response. I simply borrowed your words…“essential Christian teaching”…and used them in my examples. Second, maybe in your theology these two terms are considered a “distinction without a difference” – I fully understand why it has to be that way. But, I wasn’t speaking of your theology, I was speaking of mine. 


Matt3: Perhaps I’m not as smart as you, but I still don’t see the difference – even when, for the sake of argument, I try to adopt your personal theology. If there truly is a meaningful difference between “essential Christian teaching” and “essentials of the faith” and you want me to understand it, then you’re going to have to condescend to me a little more – since you haven’t actually made a distinction.


John2: And, I am not “littering the debate” with this point. This is something very important. You asked me for the “essentials of faith.” I made it very clear that I do not buy into the belief system of so many Protestants that has “essential” doctrines vs. “non-essential” doctrines. And, after explaining this to you, I gave you the “core” beliefs of Catholicism, which can be found in the teaching of the Apostles – the Apostles’ Creed. Now, a few exchanges later, you simply dismiss my beliefs with a wave of your hand and claim them to be a “distinction without a difference.” Again, maybe it is in your theology – it actually has to be in your theology – but it’s not in mine. 


Matt3: Who says that I agree with the idea of “non-essential” doctrines? You may have met some people who believe this, but I am not one of them. For your information, I believe that anything that is non-essential is not a doctrine, but a matter of opinion. 


John2: When I said in “your theology these two terms are considered a distinction without a difference,” the two terms referenced are: 1) core; 2) essential. Please go back and read my comments under “J2" which mentions those two words specifically. 


Matt1: You responded with the so-called Apostles’ Creed. I recently responded that it is interesting that you chose to give me a non-inspired, man-made creed. I wrote that if you asked me the same question I would just give you a Bible.


John1: Actually, you wouldn’t “just” give me a Bible. You would give me the Bible and your own fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of the Bible. 
Matt2: What do you mean by that?


John2: Well, I think I explained it below, but just to summarize what I mean when I say you wouldn’t “just” give me a Bible: Let’s say that I just asked you for the “essentials” of your faith. You “just” give me a Bible. I read John 6:51-58, where Jesus repeats Himself as He does nowhere else in Scripture, that one must eat His body and drink His blood in order to have eternal life. I believe what I read and I go looking for the Church that claims to give its followers the actual body and blood of Christ to eat and drink. You would then step in, as you have done below, and tell me that my interpretation of the Bible is wrong. That it can’t mean what I believe it to mean (and what it actually says), it means something else…and you, of course, would give me your fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of what it means. So, again, you don’t “just” give someone a Bible in order to give them the essentials of your faith, you give them a Bible along with your fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of that Bible. And, if they don’t accept your fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of the Bible, then they are, of course, wrong. Right? 


Matt3: I’m going to let our actual dialogue on the matter determine whether that is a baseless claim or not. 


John1: And, if I didn’t accept your fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of the Bible, you would accuse me of all sorts of things, as you have done. 


Matt2: How do you know what I would do? And what sorts of things have I accused you of?


John2: Well, I know what you would do, because you’ve already done it. In looking at your emails you have accused me of: 1) believing a false faith, that has been “manufactured” by my false church; 2) believing something that is contrary to (outside of) the Scriptures; 3) blindly following “Rome”. I could go on, but I think those examples are sufficient to answer your question. 


Matt3: Well you’re not really being fair here. You are saying that I accuse you of these things because you do not accept my fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of the Bible. That’s not true. I accuse you of these things because they are true (except for your first point – it is stated too strongly). We’re exchanging a lot of rhetoric here. Fortunately I believe the redeeming part of our dialogue will come from actually looking at the Scriptures. 


John1: And I will prove that to you right here and now. 


Matt2: If the following is an example of your standard for “proof”, then I can see why you accept (perhaps blindly) the denominational teachings of the Roman Catholic church instead of thinking for yourself. I truly hope we can go beyond sound bites and look at what the scriptures have to say about each of the passages you brought up.


John2: Again, you simply wave your hand and dismiss my argument as a “sound bite.” I believe the above is what is known as an ad hominem attack. Avoid the argument and attack the person. My point has indeed been proven. 


Matt3: Nice try, but I am dealing with your arguments. The process is ongoing and will require some patience from you. We both know how patient I have been. You like to say things are proven before you actually prove them. Perhaps that word does not mean what you think it does.


John2: Do you agree with my interpretation of the passages of Scripture that I presented, or not? You do not. Have you accused me of believing false teachings – “mouse droppings” – and of blindly following Rome? I believe you have. The whole point is, you don’t accept my interpretation of the Bible. You believe your interpretation of the Bible counts, and mine doesn’t, don’t you? Well, my question to you is: Why? Why is your interpretation more valid than mine? 


Matt3: We will get into this when we actually look at the Scriptures. Right now all we have is two people claiming to be right. If you declare yourself right that doesn’t make you right. If your denomination declares itself infallible, that doesn’t make it infallible. The proof will come as we look at the Scriptures. 


John2: Am I not allowed, under your theological system, to read and interpret the Bible for myself to arrive at the truth? But, you’re not allowing me to do that because you do not accept any of my interpretations of the Bible that I have made below – Original Sin, the Eucharist, Sacred Tradition, Confession – men having the authority on earth to forgive sins, and I could go on, but I’m just using these as examples to prove my point. 


Matt3: Instead of having an honest dialogue about many of these things you have made assumptions and argued along party lines. You have no idea what I believe about original sin, sacred tradition, confession, or forgiveness. I have made no claims about these things. I will quote you to you. “If you disagree with me then fine, but disagree with what I actually believe, not a misrepresentation of what I believe.” Could we cut through the rhetoric and get to what God actually tells us through the Scriptures? 


John2: You do not allow me to interpret the Bible for myself, even though your theological system teaches that every man can pick up the Bible and read it and interpret it for himself in order to get the truth concerning the Christian Faith. Is it just me, or is there an inherent contradiction in that? 


Matt3: Since you asked, yes, it is you. You have taken your question, “Am I not allowed, under your theological system, to read and interpret the Bible for myself to arrive at the truth?” and turned it into an accusation, “You do not allow me to interpret the Bible for myself . . .” I never said that you cannot interpret the Bible for yourself. Nor did I ever say that, “every man can pick up the Bible and read it and interpret it for himself in order to get the truth concerning the Christian Faith.” I do not think that you understand what I believe. The further we get into this the more you seem to reveal that you caricature my beliefs instead of attempting to understand them. This leads you to false assumptions. When have I not allowed you to interpret the Bible for yourself? (Or for that matter, when have you actually interpreted the Bible for yourself?) It is true that anyone can interpret the Bible for themselves. This freedom, however, does not guarantee their interpretation to be true. 


John2: And, you accuse me of “perhaps blindly” following the “denominational teachings” of the Catholic Church (which, for your information, is not a denomination) instead of thinking for myself. 


Matt3: Saying something is true is not the same as it being true. The Roman Catholic church is in fact a Christian denomination by all standards except its own.


John2: (I’m sure glad you don’t believe in discrediting someone else’s faith.) 


Matt3: When did I say I believe that? Sometimes you have me confused with a Unitarian. Other times you have me confused with a Reformed theologian. Please understand I am simply a Christian. Christians recognize that Jesus is the way, truth and light and that no one comes to the Father unless through him. That discredits a lot of people’s faith. If I am discrediting anything about you it is not your faith, it is some of your beliefs. 


John2: You seem to not understand Catholicism as much as you claim to understand Catholicism. 


Matt3: Perhaps you would consider that you seem to understand nothing but Roman Catholicism. And by the way, I think my only claim about my knowledge of Roman Catholicism was that I married a woman who was raised in the Roman Catholic church. I don’t remember making grandiose claims about my knowledge of your church. 


John2: The Church does not ask anyone to “blindly” follow her teachings. She encourages everyone to read Scripture in order to better discern what is truth and what is error. 


Matt3: Yes, the Church does encourage everyone to read Scripture. But the Roman Catholic part of the Church, well you have some proving to do there John. With all due respect and I do not mean to offend, you need to realize how ridiculous it sounds for a Roman Catholic to claim that his version of Christianity is the one that encourages people to think for themselves and read the Scriptures. Surely you know the history books do not confirm that claim. 


John2: I have done just that. I have read the Bible with an open mind, and have found the evidence for what the Church teaches to be compelling. And, I have found the evidence for your non-Catholic beliefs to be essentially non-existent. 


Matt3: Some things are easier to say than to prove. How deep are you willing to dig with this “open mind” of yours? I suspect not much further than the nearest catechism. Please prove my suspicion wrong.


So let me ask you, in all of your open-mindedness, is there any doctrine of the Roman Catholic church that you disagree with? I bet your readers would be glad to know if you have one. No? I didn’t think so. I bet you agree with doctrines that you don’t even know exist.


By the way, you have an entire ministry dedicated to helping Roman Catholics feel good about their faith without reading or studying the Bible. You assure your readers that with simple “logic” (read “talking point”), and a few Bible verses, they can counter any argument against Roman Catholic doctrine. This is a far cry from actually Bible study.


John1: Okay, let’s say that I have asked you what you believe to be “essential Christian teaching,” and you have responded by giving me a Bible and said, “This is essential Christian teaching.” So, I turn to Ephesians 2:3, and it says “so we were, by nature, children of wrath.” And I conclude that you believe we are all born into condemnation, as children of wrath, because of the sin of Adam. As the Bible further tells us in Romans 5:18, “Then as one man’s [Adam’s] trespass led to condemnation for all men…” So, do you believe in the fact that Adam’s sin led to the condemnation of all men and that, because of his sin, we are all born into the flesh as “children of wrath?” Are we in agreement on that very clear biblical teaching, brother?! 


Matt2: I hope you really do consider me a brother in Christ. I would rejoice in that. The alternative is sarcasm, which I would find repulsive. 


John2: If you have been duly baptized, then you are indeed a brother in Christ…although, since you reject certain truths of the faith, you are a separated brother. Separated by your refusal to accept the fullness of truth, not because we’ve “drawn a circle” that leaves you out. 


Matt3: Ah, but you have drawn the circle. If I do not accept your version of “the fullness of truth”, then you label me a “separated brother”,


John2: Regarding sarcasm, why so sensitive? Lighten up, it makes life a bit better. It may have been sarcasm, it may not have been…so what? 


Matt3: But the truth is . . . ? Irrelevant?


John2: It may have been me in a light-hearted mood mimicking one of my friends who calls everyone “brother” with a decidedly southern evangelical twang in his voice. Emails are not very good at conveying tone, so you can find malice, sarcasm, rudeness, or anything else you want to find, if you’re looking for it. But, it may not actually be there. As for me, I prefer to just read things in a matter-of-fact manner and to think the best about a person’s tone and intentions, and not be offended – even if someone is trying to offend me. 


Matt3: My problem is not with sarcasm. Sarcasm is the vernacular of my generation. As a matter of fact many have, regrettably, exchanged it for wisdom and called it an even trade. My problem is that our Lord and Savior prayed to the Father that you and I would be one and I perceive you being flippant about that unity. I take that prayer seriously. Perhaps I do just need to lighten up, and not take the Bible so seriously. (Was that sarcasm?)

John2: By the way, I don’t believe I’ve ever referred to your beliefs as “mouse droppings,” as you have done with mine. So, if anyone should be offended… 


Matt3: Please realize that I have no intention to offend you. I simply call them as I see them. Think of it this way – if you are fully clothed and I come up to you and accuse you walking around naked, you would not be offended in the least. The reason you would not be offended is because it is not true. As a matter of fact it would be me who would look ridiculous. Think about this. Why would you be offended about the “mouse droppings” comment? If there is no truth to what I am writing, then you should not be offended in the least. 


Matt2: I can’t, for the life of me, figure out why you think I don’t believe the clear teachings of the Bible. Have I written anything to suggest this? I believe it is you who often repeats something like, “If you disagree with me then fine, but disagree with what I actually believe, not a misrepresentation of what I believe.” I would ask you to first understand what I believe before disagreeing with me.


John2: Well, correct me if I’m wrong: You believe in the Bible as the sole rule of faith for Christians. You believe in everyone’s right to pick up the Bible and read and interpret it for themselves to come to an understanding of truth (unless, of course, they are Catholic – everyone knows Catholic interpretations can’t be trusted). You do not believe in transubstantiation. You do not believe that men can forgive the sins of others (sacramentally). You do not believe in the doctrine of Original Sin. You do not believe in Sacred Tradition. You do not believe in salvation by faith alone or its corollary – once saved always saved. You do not believe that anyone in the Church has been given the gift of infallibility. You believe in the necessity of baptism, but it is not regenerative. You do not believe in infant baptism. Shall I go on? 


Matt3: No, don’t go on, you have made enough mistakes. You are proving my point better than I could. And since you asked to be corrected, I will. I believe the Bible is presently the only infallible source of special revelation. I believe in everyone’s right to pick up the Bible and interpret it. This, however, by no means guarantees that each individual interpretation is true. (It doesn’t matter whether the individual is Roman Catholic or not – it is Scriptural accuracy that matters.) I believe that Jesus told his apostles, “If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” I believe the Bible teaches about original sin. I believe the Bible repeatedly warns us against traditions that detract from Christ. I believe that we are saved by faith and our salvation is preserved through faith. I do not believe that anyone in the present Church (or the Roman Catholic branch of the Church) has been given the gift of infallibility (that’s one you came closest to getting right). I believe in the necessity of baptism and that biblically it is normally connected with regeneration. I do not believe that infant baptism is the biblical model or teaching. (I believe many other things that you are probably unaware of, but I was just correcting your paragraph above.)


John2: Now, as to why I don’t think you believe in the very clear teachings of the Bible, it’s because you don’t believe in what the Bible teaches concerning Original Sin, Confession, the Eucharist, Sacred Tradition, the Authority of the Church, Confession, and so on. 


Matt3: Actually, I do believe the very clear teachings of the Bible concerning original sin, confession, the Eucharist, sacred tradition, the authority of the Church, confession and so on. You conveniently claim that if I don’t agree with you then I must not believe the very clear teachings of the Bible. You have a lot of proving to do before that statement will hold water (forgive the baptism pun). I hope we get the opportunity to look at what the Scriptures actually have to say about your litmus test list of biblical doctrines. 


John1: Let’s try it again. You’ve handed me a Bible and said, “This is essential Christian teaching,” and I open it up to John 6:51 and following. And I read that we must eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood in order to have eternal life. And I conclude that you believe we must literally eat the actual flesh and drink the actual blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life. I conclude that because that’s what the Bible says. So, do you believe in the fact that we must literally eat the flesh and drink the blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life? Are we in agreement on that very clear biblical teaching, brother?! 


Matt2: Let’s really take a look at this one. I realize that you gave me four examples of your interpretations, but let’s start here. You call this clear Christian teaching. (Actually, a few paragraphs later, you call this “very clear biblical teaching”.) I have some questions for you. You say that you concluded (by that I suspect you mean that the Vatican has concluded) that “we must literally eat the actual flesh and drink the actual blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life.” I am confused. Perhaps you can help me out. First of all the Bible never says that we must “literally” eat the flesh of Christ. You said it that way, Jesus didn’t. Second, the apostles never literally ate the actual flesh or drank the actual blood of Jesus Christ. In fact, the Bible says that they ate the bread and drank the wine. Yet we both presume that they received eternal life without cannibalizing Jesus. Also, wouldn’t it be impossible for any of us to “literally eat” the flesh of Christ since, in his resurrected body he ascended to heaven and now sits at the right hand of the Father? How can we literally eat the flesh that is not available to us? So since the apostles didn’t literally do it and it is impossible for us to do it, how can you say that it is mandatory for eternal life? You say this is very clear teaching. But it doesn’t seem so clear to me. As a matter of fact, it seems that you have added something to the Bible. Could you help me out and explain it?


John2: First off, you again accuse me of being a blind, mindless robot of the Vatican. 


Matt3: “Blind, mindless robot of the Vatican,” hmm, don’t remember saying that. 


John2: Is that what you refer to as being “inclusive.” If it is, then to borrow a phrase from The Princess Bride, “I don’t think that word means what you think it means.” 


Matt3: When did I use the word “inclusive”? Again, you seem to have me confused with a Unitarian. You are skilled at the straw man fallacy – you portray me in a flawed and inaccurate manor, then you attack your caricature of me. Not nice. 


John2: Second, to answer your questions. No, the Bible does not use the word “literally” in John 6. I never claimed it did. You seem to be parsing my statements so you can argue points I have never made and ignore the points I have made. 


Matt3: Let me quote you. You wrote, “And I conclude that you believe we must literally eat the actual flesh and drink the actual blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life. I conclude that because that’s what the Bible says,” (emphasis mine). You also wrote, “So, do you believe in the fact that we must literally eat the flesh and drink the blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life?” (Emphasis mine). You may call this parsing a statement. I see it is a glaring contradiction. You say that you did not claim that the Bible uses the word “literally” in John 6, yet you react as if it did. You do claim that we must literally eat the flesh and drink the blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life. The Bible doesn’t. You do. You made that point.


John2: However, Jesus does literally say that we must eat His flesh and drink His blood in order to have eternal life, does He not? Regarding the Apostles, and to join you in your own game, the Bible does not say “they ate the bread and drank the wine,” as you claim it does. In fact, the Bible doesn’t actually say whether they ate or drank anything that He gave them. 


Matt3: Are you playing a game here? I’m not. They prepared the meal. They gathered around the table. They ate the food in that was front of them. Jesus thanked the Father for the bread. Jesus told them to eat the bread. Jesus thanked the Father for the cup. Jesus told them to drink from it. Are you, for the sake of argument, trying to claim it is probable that the apostles did not eat and drink the elements that Jesus gave them as they sat around a table and he instructed them to eat? If so it is you who are playing games. 


John2: However, the Bible does indeed record Jesus as saying that it was His body that He gave them to eat and that it was His blood that He gave them to drink, does it not? Do you deny that Jesus said what He was giving them was His body and His blood? 


Matt3: We are in agreement as long as you stick to the scriptures. 


John2: Next, you claim it would be “impossible” for any of us to “literally eat” the flesh of Christ since He is in Heaven. I find it strange that a Bible-believer such as yourself would claim something impossible for God to do. 


Matt3: You find that strange do you? That is because you don’t understand quite a bit about my beliefs. If you did then it wouldn’t be strange at all. Of course you are aware there are lots of things that God cannot do. Be honest, you do know this. (Will John admit this to his readers?) Be careful in how you respond or you will find yourself going through the back door of the “moral influence” view of atonement. 


John2: Next, please specifically state what I have “added” to the Bible. Does the Bible record that Jesus literally said we have to eat His flesh and drink His blood to have eternal life, or not? Does the Bible record that Jesus literally said that what He was giving the Apostles at the Last Supper was His body and His blood, or not? 


Matt3: Here we are back to the meat of our debate, and I am glad for it. Again, we are in agreement when you stick to the scriptures. Yes, Jesus literally said, “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life . . .” This is obvious from the Scriptures. But Jesus does not say, “Whoever eats my literal flesh and drinks my actual blood transubstantially, has eternal life..,” as your theology assumes he did. 


Jesus also said, “I am the true vine . . ,” yet we recognize this statement as a comparison. I have said (tongue in cheek) that Roman Catholics are Christians who believe that God is not capable of metaphor. You asked me to specifically state what you have added to the Bible. Here are the three interchangeable words that you have added: literally, actually, and transubstantially. Your doctrine fails without them, but they are nowhere to be found in Scripture. You have added them.


I noticed that you haven’t answered my questions. I realize that you have an admitted tactic of asking more questions than you answer. But shouldn’t you at least answer a few in good faith – just to show some genuine interest in dialogue, and perhaps even truth?


John2: You stated earlier, “I can’t, for the life of me, figure out why you think I don’t believe the clear teachings of the Bible.” Well, maybe I think that because you try to get around what Jesus actually said with some word games and by claiming that something is impossible for God. 


Matt3: I haven’t gotten around anything. I simply do not agree with the doctrine you have accepted and you accuse me of playing games. You are the one who adds words to scripture, not me. You parenthetically add the word transubstantiation to Jesus’ words. Then when I reject that change you say that I do not accept the clear teachings of scripture. 


John2: Next, let’s indeed really take a look at this one. 


Matt3: Again, I am glad that we are diving a bit beneath the surface here. I believe this is where more of our exchanges should go. Here is where many of the people you have dialogued with in the past have gotten frustrated, changed the subject and followed it up with something ridiculous like calling you a Mary-worshipper. I will give you no such satisfaction, but I will stick to the subject at hand. (Besides, everyone knows that you would have to make a statue of something and pray to it in order to worship it.) That, by the way, was sarcasm.


John2: I answered your questions, so please answer mine. 


Matt3: Well, no, you haven’t answered my questions. I asked you, “Wouldn’t it be impossible for any of us to ‘literally eat’ the flesh of Christ since, in his resurrected body he ascended to heaven and now sits at the right hand of the Father? How can we literally eat the flesh that is not available to us?” You never answered that question. You simply said that you thought it was strange that I thought something was impossible for God to do. I asked you to help me out and explain this. You did not explain your doctrine of transubstantiation. I wish you would. But even though you didn’t answer my questions, I will answer yours anyway. (But don’t think you’re off the hook yet. I still expect some answers.)


John2: First, let me ask: what do you think it means when Jesus says we must eat His flesh and drink His blood in order to have eternal life? 


Matt3: I believe I have already answered this above. God is capable of a metaphor. Jesus is also metaphorically compared to other things – “Lamb of God” and “light of the world” to name a couple. Christians have always recognized these as metaphors that reveal spiritual realities. Or do you have a doctrine of “trans-Lamb-of-God-ation” and “trans-light-of-the-world-ation” tucked away in your catechism? 


John2: Second, what did the Jews and His own disciples, the people who were standing right there when He said these words, think He meant? 

Matt3: Good, I’m glad you brought that one up. Please do not tell me you are looking at the reaction of people who deserted Jesus and knew nothing of the last supper or the cross to give you an accurate indication of what Jesus actually meant. Are you? John records that the people were confused and/or turned off by these statements. This is reminiscent of Nicodemus’ exchange with Jesus in John chapter three. Jesus tells Nicodemus that man must be born again. Nicodemus was confused. Should he take this literally? Nicodemus even had the guts to say to Jesus, “How can a man be born when he is old? Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb to be born!” And we see here, like in chapter six, that the (educated) Jew right there beside Jesus misunderstood the metaphor. Being born again is a way to describe a spiritual reality in connection with our baptism. This is much like eating the flesh of the Son of Man and drinking his blood. 


John2: Third, let’s look very closely at John 6:51. What is the bread that Jesus wants to give us to eat? His flesh, right? The flesh that He gave for the life of the world, right? Question: Was the flesh that He gave for the life of the world real, or symbolic? I mean, think about it, Jesus is telling us He wants to give us bread to eat. And, He is very specific as to what this bread is that He is referring to…His flesh…His flesh which He will give for the life of the world. So, again, was the flesh that He gave for the life of the world real…or symbolic? Does He want us to eat His real flesh, or His symbolic flesh? 


Matt3: You are guilty of presenting a false choice here. I know that Jesus’ sacrifice was real, not symbolic. Yet you have manufactured an unnecessary correlation. You have implied that if one was real and not symbolic that the other must be real and not symbolic. Where did you get that? Who said that must be true? The Bible doesn’t. Does your church? Do you? This does not seem to be the product of free thinking. It seems to be the product of denominational loyalty. I will at present leave it to you and your readers to speculate as to why the Roman Catholic leadership has come up with a doctrine whereby only they can share in the “true” Lord’s supper. 


John1: Let’s try another one. You’ve handed me a Bible and said, “This is essential Christian teaching,” and I open it up to 2 Thessalonians 2:15 which says, “So then, brethren, stand firm and hold to the traditions which you were taught by us, either by word of mouth or by letter.” And I conclude that you believe we must follow what Paul the Apostle taught, whether he wrote it down or not. In other words, we must follow both the written traditions of the Apostles, and the oral traditions of the Apostles. Are we in agreement on that very clear biblical teaching, brother?! 


Matt2: I assume that we will get into this one later, but one at a time please.


John1: One more. You’ve handed me a Bible and said, “This is essential Christian teaching,” and I open it up to John 20:21-23 where it says, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” And I conclude that you believe that Jesus gave some of His disciples the authority to forgive or retain sins. Or, as it says in Matthew 9:6-8, I conclude that you believe God has given men the authority on earth to forgive sins. So, there are men who can forgive sins or retain sins. Are we in agreement on that very clear biblical teaching, brother?! 


Matt2: I want to go on record as saying that not only would I give you these verses if you asked be what I considered essential Christian teaching, but I would give you the WHOLE Bible. I would not pick and choose cafeteria style which verses are important and which can be overlooked. 


John2: In all sincerity, I don’t mean to offend you, but do you know what an “example” is? 


Matt3: Why would I be offended? I understand what an example is.


John2: I was not trying to be all-inclusive in my answer. I was simply giving you some examples of the fact that you would not “just” give me a Bible to answer the question of essential Christian teachings, you would give me a Bible and your own fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of the Bible. 


Matt3: You’re being a bit defensive here John. I was making a personal claim that you took as an accusation against you. Easy there. 


John2: I gave you several verses as an example of this. Your response proved my case. Where Jesus said point blank that we are to eat His flesh and drink His blood if we are to have eternal life…your response was what? No, we don’t have to eat His flesh and drink His blood to have eternal life. In fact, you say it would be impossible for us to eat His flesh and drink His blood. 


Matt3: No, you haven’t proved your point yet. You like to say that you have proved things. But you are not so good at proving them before you do. If you look back at the context of my claim, I stated that it would be impossible for us to eat the literal flesh and drink the literal blood of Christ. Let’s be fair here John. I did not say it would be impossible to eat the flesh and drink the blood of Christ. As a matter of fact, I eat the flesh and drink the blood of Christ every week. Perhaps you do too. Seek first to understand, John.


John2: The essence of my argument here is this: You come up with different interpretations of the Bible than I come up with. By what authority do you declare your interpretations right, and mine (oops, I mean the Vatican’s) wrong? 
Tell me where in the Bible I can look to find your name as the authority one must turn to when trying to decide between truth and error? You don’t even claim infallibility, yet in your actions you act as if you are indeed infallible. If you’re not infallible, could your interpretation of John 6 be wrong? Could mine (I mean, of course, the Vatican’s) be right? 


Matt3: Yes, that is the essence of your argument, and that is the problem. Regardless of what the Bible says, regardless of what is logical, you accept what you call the infallible and authoritative teachings of the Roman Catholic church. I repeat, claiming authority is not the same as having authority. 


John1: Would you agree with me on all of those very clear biblical teachings? I think not. In other words, you don’t just hand me a Bible, you hand me your corrupted, non-authoritative, man-made, fallible interpretation of the Bible as well. Don’t you? 


Matt3: Again, claiming that your interpretation of these passages is clear biblical teaching does not make your interpretations correct. And claiming that my interpretation is corrupted does not make it corrupt. You have to prove that John. 


Matt2: Can you tell me specifically how my understanding of the scriptures is corrupted? That is an easy accusation to make, but can you prove it?


John2: I have given specific examples above regarding John 6 and the Last Supper accounts, but, in general, your understanding of scripture is corrupted because it is based upon a tradition that you admit to being only 200 years old. So, again, I ask: You don’t just hand me a Bible, you hand me your non-authoritative, man-made, fallible interpretation of the Bible as well, don’t you? (I left out “corrupted” in the interest of ecumenism.) 


Matt3: Here’s that quote again, “If you disagree with me then fine, but disagree with what I actually believe, not a misrepresentation of what I believe.” The Church is constantly in need of restoration. Let’s have another bit of brutal honesty in our discussion concerning John chapter 6. It is you who claim that the doctrine of transubstantiation is biblical, but any guesses as to when that doctrine pops up in history? Any guesses? Anyone? Surly this is so important that the early church unanimously agreed on it. Surly not a year or decade would go by before this important truth was revealed to the Church. But alas this is not the case. The word “transubstantiation” was first introduced in 1079. (Hmm, lots of new doctrines are introduced after 1054 A.D. – perhaps more on that later, I bet your readers would be interested in it.) I wonder why it took God so long to clear this one up. Perhaps you can see now that it is my faith that is ancient (because it is based Scripture) and your faith that contains innovations and additions. My faith is not 200 years old. It is nearly 2000 years old. It is your faith that is constantly being changed to serve its institutional purposes. 


John1: And, if I don’t accept your corrupted, non-authoritative, man-made, fallible interpretation of the Bible, then I’m wrong, aren’t I? Gee, that sounds fair to me. Well, how come I’m the one who is wrong and not you? By what authority do you claim to have a more authentic interpretation of the scriptures than the one I have? 


Matt2: You misunderstand, misrepresent, and caricature me. If you are wrong it is not because you agree or disagree with me. It is because you are wrong – objectively. God makes the standards of right and wrong – not you and not me. You ask a fair question. Who is to say who is right and who is wrong? (Jobs friends received an interesting answer to that question.) Perhaps our discussion will eventually get into the realm of hermeneutics. I think you and your readers would benefit from that. I also think it is fair for me to ask you why your purport to be the one who is right. 


John2: I don’t believe I do “misunderstand, misrepresent, and caricature” you. You are playing games and not answering the question. 


Matt3: No, I am answering the question, but not agreeing with you and you call that playing games.


John2: Yes, God makes the standards. If I am wrong, I am wrong because I am objectively wrong. I agree. However, you believe me to be objectively wrong everywhere that I disagree with you on doctrine, do you not? Is that a coincidence? In other words, you believe yourself to be objectively right and me objectively wrong. The problem I have is that you have set yourself up as the judge for what is objectively right and what is objectively wrong in terms of religion. You claim not to be infallible, yet you act as if you are. You have never said, “John, I’m not absolutely sure, but I think your church may be teaching things that are not true Christian doctrine.” Or, “John, your church teaches things that I think are wrong, but I know that I’m fallible, so I could be the one that’s wrong.” 


Matt3: Nor have you ever stated that you might be wrong. But then that would implode the cornerstone of your theology, wouldn’t it? Then everything you believe would be subject to biblical accuracy and logic instead of the so-called authority of the Roman Catholic church. Coincidentally, your “free thinking” mind has come to the exact same conclusions of the Roman Catholic church. Hmmm. Who is not being honest here? You’re not allowed, by your own theology, to disagree with the Vatican so how can you think freely?


Matt3: So here is a big question for you, could you be wrong about the infallibility of Roman Catholic church doctrine? Since you are fallible, and you are the one who has decided this doctrine is true, perhaps you have made a mistake. Would you admit that? 


John2: No, instead you have referred to the “false” teachings of the Catholic Church and to the “manufactured” authority of the “institution called the Roman Catholic Church”. You have also compared the Church’s teachings to “mouse droppings.” In other words, you believe yourself to be infallible in declaring us to be objectively wrong in every instance where we disagree with what you believe, do you not? 


Matt3: In other words!? In who’s other words? Must be yours. They are not my words. Here you go with your talking points again. You’re not listening. You even asked the question and I answered it for you. I do not claim to be infallible. But I do claim to agree with God on certain things. By the way, your point above is moot. Every time there is a disagreement, everyone involved believes they are right and the opposing side is wrong. I do not mean to insult you, but that is just the way disagreements about doctrine work. Until you prove the infallibility of the Roman Catholic church (which I do not recall you even attempting) I will continue to debate on the assumption that, where we disagree, I am right and you are wrong. I’m sure you will continue to do the same. If you really want to get somewhere in this debate, then prove to me the infallibility of the Roman Catholic church. I am fairly reasonable. If the Roman Catholic church is infallible, then you should be able to prove it to me. 


You seem to have created another false choice here. You claim that when I disagree with the Roman Catholic church I claim to be infallible. Why does someone have to be infallible? You seem to have manufactured this. 


John2: I will, unlike you, answer the question about why I believe myself to be right and you to be wrong. I purport to be right because my beliefs are in agreement with those of the Church founded by Jesus Christ 2000 years ago. 


Matt3: Every Christian is part of the Church that began nearly 2000 years ago. 


John2: Your denomination, or movement, very plainly claims (as I read from the website you provided me) to have been started by men, in the United States, approximately 200 years ago. It was not founded by Jesus Christ 2000 years ago in Israel. 


Matt3: You misunderstand quite a bit about the Church and restoration. The movement that is part of my spiritual heritage is not a new religion (or even a denomination) that began 200 years ago. It is a branch on the vine of Christ that realizes the need for every Christian of every generation to be about the business of restoring the Church to the New Testament model. Think of it this way. Let’s say that you gave your children a block of clay to play with and they have been playing with it for 3 years. It has been a lot of things over those three years and has been handled quite a bit. Perhaps sweet little McKenna has accidentally dropped it a few times. Perhaps a few times Ethan played with the clay after eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and now the clay is a little sticky. Now the clay has a lot of things in it that it shouldn’t have. They don’t want to just throw the clay out – it was a gift from their father. Noah, if he wants to take the initiative, can “reform” it and make it look different. But the problem is not that the clay is in the wrong shape. The problem is that the clay has things in it that shouldn’t be there. The clay does not need to be reformed into a new shape (or even counter-reformed into a different shape). It needs to be restored. It needs to be returned to its original condition. So let’s say that Noah initiates a restoration process for the clay. He somehow painstakingly begins to purify the gift that his father gave the family some years ago. Even if Brennan gets mad at him and says the clay is just fine, or it is supposed to be that way, or it has always been that way and Noah should just leave it alone and go with the flow, Noah believes something different and continues the restoration process. I believe the analogy is obvious. (But I will spell it out for you if you ask.) The Restoration movement is not a bunch of churches that were founded by man 200 years ago. The Restoration movement is part of the kingdom of God who have joined in the process of restoring the Church back to the New Testament model that our Father gave us some 2000 years ago.


John2: The bishops of my church can historically trace their authority back to the Apostles. 


Matt3: Of course they can. All Christians (regardless of their denominational or non-denominational affiliation) can. Who do you think passed down these elements of faith? But you may be trying to tell me that the apostle Peter was the first Roman Catholic Pope. Is that what you are trying to claim? You have to prove things you claim John. Perhaps you can start by proving it to the Roman Catholic scholars who believe it is a bedtime story. I will be fair though. Can you prove that the Roman Catholic church has some unique claim to apostolic authority that other Christian churches do not have?


John2: Can the leaders of your church do that? 


Matt3: Of course they can. This is not a claim unique to the Roman Catholic church (though the RC church does put quite an interesting and exclusive spin on their own claim). 


John2: In the Bible, it says that the church is the pillar and ground of the truth, not the individual. 


Matt3: I like it when you quote scripture. It guarantees that we are in agreement on something. 


John2: It also says that if there is a dispute between Christians, we are to take it to the church. In other words, it is the church that decides authoritatively on matters of dispute between Christians. Who in your church can act with such authority? In Acts 15, the Church called a council to resolve a particular doctrinal dispute. Has your church ever done that? In Matthew 16 and 18, the leaders of the church are given authority to bind and loose on earth…who in your church has such authority? 


Matt3: Every Christian congregation, presumably even yours, has the authority which you describe above. It is stated as truth in the Bible, so it is true. You need to wrestle with some very serious questions. Look at the context of the passages you cited. What is “the church” in these passages. I submit that your interpretation of “the church” (according to what you have just written) is inaccurate. The church (ekklesia) is mentioned twice in Acts 15:3-4 and refers to two separate congregations. Not one of those churches is located in or has headquarters in Rome. As a matter of fact, if any authority exists, it is in Jerusalem, not Rome. This is a far, far cry from Roman Catholicism. Be careful of anachronisms. They sneak up on people eager to practice eisegesis with the Bible. This is another topic I hope we can get into if you stay with me and discuss hermeneutics. 


John2: I purport to be the one who is right because, unlike you, I do not rely on my own fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretation of the scriptures to determine right and wrong. I rely on the infallible, authoritative, God-ordained authority of the Church established by Jesus Christ. 


Matt3: No, you rely on the fallible, non-authoritative, man-made interpretations (and additions) of the Roman Catholic church. That does not make you right. Claiming authority and infallibility is not the same as having it. Again, you offer claims, but no proof. 


In an interview late last year you said, “Either Jesus founded more than one church, Jesus founded an invisible and abstract church in which everyone who accepts Jesus belongs to this church, or He founded one Church, which is 2,000 years old, which is visible, holds that doctrine matters, and has the direct authority of Jesus Christ himself.” We can both agree that Jesus did not found more than one Church. But I am glad you see the possibility of an invisible and universal (I substituted that word for “abstract”) Church in which everyone who follows (I substituted that word for “accepts”) Jesus belongs to his Church. This Church is 2000 years old and has the direct authority that Christ himself has granted it. I threw all that in just so you would know more about what I really believe. 


John1: Plus, let’s say that you hand me the Bible and tell me that it is the “essentials of faith.” Fine. My question to you is: How do you know? How do you know the Bible contains the “essentials of faith?” WHO TOLD YOU THAT? Who? How do you know that the Bible is the Word of God? How do you know which books are supposed to be in the Bible? How do you even know who wrote the Bible? For example, can you tell me how you know Mark wrote Mark? And, which Mark wrote Mark? Do you know? How do you know? How do you know that what Mark wrote is the inspired Word of God? Very important questions. Please give me chapter and verse that tells us who wrote the Gospel of Mark and that it is indeed the inspired Word of God? Which chapter? Which verse? Where, in the Bible, is the list of books that are supposed to be in the Bible? If we go by the Bible alone, then the Bible must tell us somewhere which books are supposed to be in the Bible, right? How else would the early Christians know which books to include in Scripture? 


Matt2: Again, you seem to caricature me. Are you implying that I only believe what I read in the Bible? Are you implying that I do not believe in life on the cellular level because that cannot be found in the Bible? Are you implying that I do not believe in the existence of radios, televisions, and automobiles because they cannot be found in the Bible? What is your point?


John2: Again you play games. Where did I say anything in the paragraph above about “life on the cellular level”? You have made claims that you are different than the other folks I’ve featured in my newsletter, but you seem to avoid answering questions and shifting the topic as well as any of them. Can you not simply answer the questions? 


Matt3: This kind of rhetoric may play well with some of your readers, but it is either insincere or misguided. Do not accuse me of playing games because I do not answer the way you want. Let me save you (and hopefully your readers) some time. I believe in the Church. I think I have already stated that clearly. But the Church and the Roman Catholic church are not synonymous. You need to understand this belief. It will unlock many of your misconceptions about me. 


John2: How do you know the Bible contains the essentials of faith? Who told you that? Did the Bible tell you that? 


Matt3: Well, when I read the Bible, I read that “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness...” Does the Roman Catholic church have to confirm this in order for it to be true, or can we just take God’s word on it?


John2: How do you know the Bible is the Word of God? Who told you that? How do you know which books are supposed to be in the Bible? How do you even know who wrote the Bible? For example, can you tell me how you know Mark wrote Mark? And, which Mark wrote Mark? Do you know? How do you know? 
How do you know that what Mark wrote is the inspired Word of God? Very important questions. Please give me chapter and verse that tells us who wrote the Gospel of Mark and that it is indeed the inspired Word of God? Which chapter? Which verse? Where, in the Bible, is the list of books that are supposed to be in the Bible? If we go by the Bible alone, then the Bible must tell us somewhere which books are supposed to be in the Bible, right? How else would the early Christians know which books to include in Scripture?


Matt3: You raise an excellent point. I’ll deal with it below.


John2: In case you don’t understand the point, it is this: You claim that you would “just” hand me the Bible in answer to a question about the “essentials of the Christian faith,” so is it not important that you could tell someone why you believe the Bible to contain the essentials of faith? And, does the Bible really contain all the “essentials of the Christian faith”? For example, is it an essential of the Christian faith that we know that all the books in the Bible are the inspired Word of God? I would think that is pretty essential, wouldn’t you? So, does the Bible give us a list of which books should be considered the inspired Word of God…does it give us the list of books that should be in the Bible? 


Matt3: I don’t think you are advancing your argument as much as you hope. Since I make a distinction between the Church and the Roman Catholic church, I have no problem admitting anything that I get from the early Church. But saying that something came from the early Church is not the same as saying that it came from the Roman Catholic church. Let me also state that I am not excluding the Roman Catholic church from the Church (please don’t try to pin that accusation on me). 


Matt1: You responded that the so-called Apostles’ Creed contains teachings that are essential to the Christian faith. Then you asked me what parts of the creed that I disagree with. Now we are getting somewhere. You wrote, “If you ask me what I believe, I will give you the Bible, as well.” But the fact is, you didn’t. No you gave me something else. You gave me something LESS than the Bible. This is but one illustration of how far your faith has traveled from the authority of the divine book towards the manufactured authority of the institution called the Roman Catholic church. 


John1: Here is where you chastise me for answering your question incorrectly (again, as you see it), but you are actually taking me to task for not giving the answer you want to a question you didn’t ask. There are two questions here: The first question pertains to the “essentials of faith.” Again, I said I don’t believe in essential vs. non-essential doctrines, so I answered with what I said are the “core beliefs” of Christianity…the beliefs around which all other Christian beliefs revolve. 


Matt2: Ah, but you do believe in something that resembles essentials and non-essentials. In “Apologetics for the Masses – Issue #22”, you wrote of Veronica, “And, therefore, we use this tradition as a point of meditation and prayer. It’s just that simple. One doesn’t have to believe that Veronica wiped the face of Christ in order to be [Roman] Catholic.” I realize that Veronica does not constitute a doctrine. But this is a telling example of how when something is not in the Bible, even you recognize that it is not essential to faith.


John2: I do believe in essentials and non-essentials, but not in the area of doctrine, as you seem to understand. 


Matt3: When have I ever stated that I believe in non-essential doctrines? Again you impose beliefs on me that are simply not true. Then you make an argument that I may actually agree with and then you claim that you have proved me wrong. Disagree with what I actually believe, not with a misrepresentation of what I believe.


John2: However, I never said that belief in Veronica is not essential to the faith because it is not in the Bible. In spite of your claim to the contrary, I don’t believe you understand all that much about the Catholic Faith. The teaching on the trinity – one God, three persons, each consubstantially God – is not in the Bible. Yet, that does not make it a non-essential. It is essential because the Church teaches it is essential. 


Matt3: Did I read that right? Why is belief in Veronica it not essential? Because it is not logical? Because it is not true? Because it is not supported by the Bible? No, you say it is not essential because the Roman Catholic church teaches it is not essential! Doesn’t that fit the description of a blind follower? Is this your free thinking? 


John2: Veronica is not essential not because she isn’t in the Bible, but because the Church doesn’t teach that she is essential. Is it essential to know that all public revelation from God stopped with the death of the last Apostle? I think so. Yet, nowhere does the Bible tell us this. Is it essential to know, as I mentioned above, which books should and shouldn’t be considered inspired Scripture? I think so. Yet, nowhere does the Bible tell us this. 


Matt3: Forgive me, but you come across as having a very low opinion of Scripture and a very high opinion of your particular church. I have read a number of Charismatic authors who come across the same way. That’s just an observation. 

So the Roman Catholic church teaches many things. Some of them are essential and some of them are not. 
Why teach something if it is not essential? And why isn’t it essential? If it is true and part of the approved liturgy then why back off of it and call it a non-essential? 


John1: The second question, which you never asked, is: What do I believe? Or, more precisely, where do my beliefs come from? As I said above, if you asked me what I believe, which you did not, I, too, can hand you a Bible, and I can do even more. I can point you to the Church established by Jesus Christ Himself which can guide you in an authentic interpretation of that Bible. Can you do that? Who would you point me to as an authentic interpreter of scripture? Am I an authentic interpreter of scripture? Are you? (By the way, is the core of the apple the same thing as the entire apple?) 


Matt2: Yes indeed, if I ask you for where your beliefs come from then you will do more than give me a Bible. That is the problem. I want your readers to see behind the curtain here. Specifically you give me two things. First you give me the Roman Catholic church’s current interpretation of the Bible. Second you give me anything that the Roman Catholic Church decides they want to add to the Bible. You make grand claims about the Roman Catholic denomination because you must. Without those claims even you must admit that the Roman Catholic church is just another branch of the vine of Christ. By the way, I can point you to an authentic interpreter of scripture. It is scripture. By accepting the whole council of God we get a much more accurate interpretation. Again, if we get into hermeneutics, we can discuss this.


John2: Again, with all due respect, but I find your comments here pretty funny. You simply reinforce the whole point I’ve been making. You say that I give you two things: 1) the Church’s interpretation of the Bible; and 2) anything that the Church decides to add to the Bible. Whereas, you give me: 1) Matt Johnson’s interpretation of the Bible; and 2) anything Matt Johnson wishes to add to (or delete from) the Bible. 


Matt3: Can you point to where I have deleted anything from the Bible? Perhaps you mean that I deleted the word “transubstantiation”. Oh, wait, that’s not in the Bible – my mistake. (But perhaps it is one of those seven books that you claim were “tossed out”. No? Keep looking. It has got to be there somewhere. After all, your church teaches it so it must be there.)


John2: Why should I go with your interpretation rather than the Church’s? The Catholic Church at least claims infallibility, you do not. The Church is mentioned in the Bible, you are not. The Catholic Church can be traced back, historically, 2000 years; you cannot. The Catholic Church claims to have received her authority directly from the Apostles; you do not. The Catholic Church claims to be guided by the Holy Spirit; you do not. 


Matt3: Hold up there. Be careful with your claims about the Holy Spirit. You do not hold exclusive rights there. And why do you insist on labeling someone as infallible? You seem to be saying that either the Roman Catholic church must be infallible or I must be. This is another false choice. You also seem to really like the Roman Catholic church’s claim of infallibility. But have you considered that if this claim is false, then not only is it fallible, but it also blasphemous? You had better start proving this claim of Roman Catholic infallibility or you will leave yourself open to the accusation that you have made a god out of a denomination. 


John2: And, this thing about hermeneutics…that’s just a fancy word you’re using for your argument that your interpretation of Scripture is better than mine. 


Matt3: Oh no, we wouldn’t want your readers to think that there actually is something to this hermeneutics thing (pay no attention to the man behind the curtain). Let’s just dismiss it as a “fancy word”. You must not have much respect for interpreting the Bible to say that. Even your denomination uses certain hermeneutics to interpret the Word of God. (But perhaps you have a special class of priests to do that thinking for you.) You seem to easily dismiss things you don’t agree with instead of dealing with them. I admit that hermeneutical studies are not easy, but perhaps if you did the work you could see beyond the catechism and take an honest look at the Bible. I have noticed how much more space is given to your version of logic than actual Bible study in your newsletter. It seems that is because you are better at one than the other.


John2: And, again, you avoid answering my questions. Am I an authentic interpreter of Scripture? Are you? 


Matt3: I think I dealt with this above. If you need more clarification, please ask.


John2: Is the core of the apple the same thing as the entire apple? 


Matt3: Huh?


Matt1: My specific point here does not even involve the veracity of this creed (though that subject would make for an interesting exchange). My point is that you have gone outside the scriptures for something you call essential. I find that very telling.


John1: Actually, I haven’t gone “outside the scriptures” for anything. Everything in the Apostles’ Creed is scriptural. That’s why I asked you those questions – which are quite relevant to this discussion – about which part, or parts, of the Apostles’ Creed do you not believe in. It’s all from the Word of God. Do you really think that my believing in God the Father as Creator of heaven and earth as a core belief of Christianity, is going outside the scriptures? 
And do you further think that my believing in Jesus Christ being incarnated and born of a virgin as a core belief of Christianity, is going outside the scriptures? Again, please let me know which parts of the Apostles’ Creed you don’t believe in. 


Matt2: Could you quote me the chapter and verse where the Bible says “He descended into hell.”? Where specifically does the Bible teach this clearly? Please show me where the Bible says “descended into Hell”. It must be an important and clear teaching to be recognized as a “core belief” of yours. Or is it possible that some of your core beliefs are really just late interpretations of scripture? (Please note, I am not blaming the Roman Catholic church for this. Additional teaching cropped up among Christians well before the Romans segregated themselves.)


John2: You are a literalist, aren’t you (except of course when it comes to John 6)? 


Matt3: I’m the literalist? You’re the one who earlier suggested it was possible that the apostles did not eat and drink the bread and wine at the last supper because the Bible doesn’t literally say they did? Or were you just playing games? And you need to know that you are not a literalist on John chapter six. A true literalist would have to resort to cannibalism.


John2: There is no verse in Scripture that says the exact words, “He descended into hell.” Just as there are no words in Scripture that say there is one God, but that one God is a trinity of 3 persons – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – each consubstantially God. Yet, you believe that don’t you? 


Matt3: The reason I believe in the concept of the Trinity is because the Bible supports the concept. 


John2: However, there are verses in Scripture which mention how Jesus descended into the “heart of the earth,” (Matt 12:38-41); “the abyss,” (Rom 10:6-7); “the lower parts of the earth,” (Ephesians 4:8-9), and how he preached to the “spirits in prison,” (1 Peter 3:19) after His death. So, call it the “heart of the earth,” “the lower parts of the earth,” “the abyss,” “prison,” or whatever else you want to…we call it hell or hades. 


Matt3: Interesting. You can call it what you like, huh? God doesn’t call it hell. You do. Changing words often changes meaning. Are you sure you haven’t changed both the words and the meaning? Are those words interchangeable? Are hell and hades the exact same thing? 


John2: 
You might be squabbling about what to call this place Jesus descended to, but surely you can’t be denying that he descended to a place where there were souls that were separated from God, are you? 


Matt3: Nope. But perhaps there is more to the story than that. And perhaps we will get into it. As a matter fact, yes, that is going on a back burner. For now I am satisfied in your admission that the Bible never says Jesus descended to hell – yet your “essential” creed does. 


John1: But, let me go one step further here…where does it say, in the scriptures, or anywhere else for that matter, that going outside of the scriptures is a problem? Don’t the scriptures themselves say that there are many things that Jesus did that are not recorded in the scriptures? And, don’t the scriptures further say that man shall not live by bread alone, but by “every” word that comes forth from the mouth of God? So, if we’re to live by “every” word that comes forth from the mouth of God, but not every word that came forth from the mouth of God is recorded in scripture, as scripture itself says, then what does someone who goes by the scripture alone do in order to live by every word that comes forth from the mouth of God?


Matt2: Are you saying that you or the Roman Catholic church has some revelation about the unwritten doings of Christ? And are you accusing me of only accepting knowledge that comes from the Bible? If so, I refer you to my response above which begins, “Again, you seem to caricature me…” 


John2: I’m accusing you of nothing that you haven’t already admitted to…only accepting that which comes from the Bible in matters pertaining to the Christian Faith. I would think you would wear that accusation with pride. The problem is, not everything we need to know about the Christian Faith is found in the Bible. Again, I refer to my earlier questions about where in the Bible does it give us a list of the books that should be in the Bible? How do you know Mark wrote Mark? How do you know the Letter to the Hebrews is God-inspired Scripture (I just added that one)? 


Matt2: Christians are warned by their Lord and Savior who quoted Isaiah when he said, “They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.‘" Matthew 15:9. 


John2: Question: How do you know that applies to Catholic teachings and not to Matt Johnson teachings? 


Matt3: Good, question, but it goes both ways. Your claims of infallibility are no good here, there must be proof.


Matt2: Paul also warned, “For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.” 2 Timothy 4:3. 


John2: Seems to me that would apply most fittingly to folks whose core doctrines are, at most 500 years old, and maybe even more fittingly to the members of a church that was founded by a group of men in the United States barely 200 years ago, rather than one that’s been around for 2000 years. 


Matt3: I wholeheartedly agree. That is why I stick with the teachings of Scripture, whose newest parts are 1900 years old, instead of following a denomination that adds teachings even up to the present day.


Matt2: And there is a haunting verse at the end of the Bible, “I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book.” Revelation 22:18. So yes, I am very careful about that which I consider inspired and authoritative.


John2: You are “very careful” about that which you consider inspired and authoritative? Well, that’s very nice. Does being “very careful” mean the same thing as “infallible.” I mean, you could be “very careful” about what you consider inspired and authoritative, but still be wrong, couldn’t you? 


Matt3: Until you prove the infallibility of your church, then this line of argument will hold no weight. We just have two people disagreeing. One could be wrong. That person could be you.


John2: By the way, if you’re really worried about that passage from Revelation, you might want to put back the 7 books of the Bible that Martin Luther tossed out. 


Matt3: You have to prove claims that you make. Can you prove that Martin Luther “tossed out” seven books of the Bible? For your information this will involve proving that those seven books have always been held in the exact same esteem as the canonical sixty-six books. 


Matt1: I make no secret that my goal here is to show that the legitimate faith that you have in Jesus as the Christ has been tainted by false teachings. You have opened our exchange from your end with the authority of man-made creeds instead of the authority of the scriptures. This was one-hundred percent your decision. You did this in response to an open ended question. 


John1: I have opened our exchange with the core beliefs of Christianity…which was what you asked me for…as found in the Word of God and as set forth in the Apostles’ Creed. You have opened our exchange with? Nothing! Well, actually, you have opened our exchange with some man-made test, of your own devising, which you claim I have answered incorrectly. Please do give me the scripture and the verse that says, “In order to test whether or not someone has an authentic Christian Faith, ask them to give you the ‘essentials of faith.’ If they respond with any answer other than ‘the Bible,’ then you know that their religion has become corrupted.” Where is that in the Bible? And please tell me how would a Christian who was alive in, say 50 A.D., have responded to your question? Would they have said, “The Bible?” 


Matt2: Again, I am misrepresented. Please understand me before you disagree with me. I have proposed no man-made test for you. I have simply asked you to make a statement about the essentials of your faith. I have noted how you went directly to a man-made, non-inspired creed. Oh, and by the way, I don’t know about precisely 50 A.D., but in c. 55 A.D. Paul wrote “And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.” 1 Corinthians 15:14. How is that for a creed? 


John2: How, pray tell, have I misrepresented you? You asked me a question. And, when I answered your question, you gave my answer an “F”, because it didn’t meet some standard devised by you. If you don’t wish to call that a test, fine by me, but please forgive me if I continue to use that term. And, let me reiterate, the standard you compared my answer to was a standard chosen by you, not a standard that we can find in the pages of the Bible. So, that would make it man-made, wouldn’t it? Regarding 1 Corinthians 15:14, that makes for a wonderful creed. I assume your answer, though, is a tacit admission that a Christian in 50 A.D., when asked about the “essentials of the Christian Faith” would not have answered “the Bible,” as you did? 


Matt3: And I assume that you would not answer with the apostle’s Creed, or the teachings of the Roman Catholic church as you have.


Matt1: So let me ask you, what makes this creed so essential? Why did you mention that creed? Why didn’t you give the Bible as your response instead of that creed?


John1: I believe I have answered this above. 
But, to summarize, in response to your initial question, I gave you the “core beliefs” of Christianity as laid out in the Apostles’ Creed. You did not ask me for the sum of my beliefs nor for the source of my beliefs. In answer to that question, again, I say, the sum and the source of my beliefs are the Word of God. 


Matt3: But by the “Word of God” you really do mean more than the Bible, don’t you? Sometimes I feel like I am corresponding with a Jehovah’s Witness (this is a comparison of tactics, not doctrine). They say things like, “I believe Jesus is God.” But they really do not mean it. They really mean that they believe Jesus was “a god”. This allows them to fly under the heresy level of most people’s doctrinal radar. When you say, “the sum and the source of my beliefs are the Word of God,” you make it seem as if you are talking about the Bible. But you are not talking about the Bible, you are talking about the teachings of the Roman Catholic church and equating them with the Word of God. Oh, and just to be fair, you do include the Bible (Roman Catholic interpretation) somewhere under the umbrella of the “Word of God”. 


Matt2: But, according to you, the sum and source of your beliefs are the Roman Catholic interpretation of the Word of God and also everything that the Roman Catholic church wants to add to the Word of God.


John2: I believe you won’t find anywhere that I have said those things. You are, once again, trying to make my beliefs fit into your distorted image of Catholicism. According to me, the sum and source of my beliefs is the Word of God. The Catholic Church adds nothing to the Word of God. 


Matt3: The Roman Catholic church adds nothing to the Word of God!?!? Where should we start? Perhaps you can tell me where in the Bible we find the teaching that Mary was immaculately conceived (not Jesus, but Mary)? Perhaps you can tell me where in the Bible I can find a distinct class of priests in the Church. Perhaps you can tell me where in Word of God we are told that those “special” priests cannot be married. Perhaps you can tell me where in the Bible it is okay to make statues of people and pray to dead people. Perhaps you can give me just one clear example in the Bible of an infant being baptized. Shall I go on? But wait, your theology allows you to add things to the Bible. When the Roam Catholic church adds these things they say that God has entrusted them with these words. That allows them to add anything they want and still call it the “Word of God”, tricky.


John2: She merely passes on what she has been given by our Lord. And, I believe that the entire Word of God, the entire Deposit of Faith, has been entrusted to the Catholic Church to which I belong. You, who claim to go by the Bible alone, however, cannot seem to admit that Jesus told us that we must eat His flesh and drink His blood in order to have eternal life. Or, you will admit that He said that, but then you will add your own words, “But, what He really means by that is…” and then insert Matt Johnson’s fallible, man-made, non-authoritative opinion.


Matt3: You are the one who says, “What he really means is transubstantiation.” This is your fallible, man-made, non-authoritative opinion. I am the one who does not add anything to the words of Jesus. I hope you can continue with that dialogue instead just making baseless claims. 


John1: And, again, I ask, what’s wrong with the Apostles’ Creed? By what authority do you claim the Apostles’ Creed to be an insufficient answer to a question about the core beliefs of Christianity?


Matt2: I dealt with this above. 


John2: Actually, you didn’t deal with this question above. You have dealt directly with very few of the questions I have asked you. By what authority do you claim the Apostles’ Creed to be an insufficient answer to a question about the core beliefs of Christianity? 


Matt3: Again, you are back to authority. Yet I will be surprised if you do more than simply claim the authority of the Roman Catholic church (without proving it). I am beginning to figure a few things out about your tactics. When you get stuck, you pull out the “authority card” or the “infallibility card”. You say, “You don’t even claim infallibility, and have no authority to make these claims.” This allows you to feel good about your faith without actually dealing with biblical issues. When you stop hiding behind those claims we will be able to make some progress. (Or you could actually prove those claims – that would take care of everything.) 


The problem with confronting a Roman Catholic about their beliefs is that they use circular reasoning. They say, “I am right because I agree with the Roman Catholic doctrine. Roman Catholic doctrine is right because God says it is right. God says it is right because Roman Catholic doctrine says that God says it is right.” You may call that a gross oversimplification, but you have proved nothing else. 


Matt2: It is time for me to make what may become a perennial statement and request. I notice how you sometimes parade theologically quasi-Reformed, illogical quitters in front of your readers. We are hitting on some subjects and truths that I believe your readers should be allowed to hear. I realize that the man with the microphone always wins, but I am willing to look like a loser if it would help bring the light of truth to some people. I am not a Reformed theologian. 
I try not to be illogical. I am not a quitter (and I am only 31 years old so, Lord willing, I can go on for a long time). I realize that you only have so much space, but it would be nice for your readers to see something other than sound-bite, talk-point exchanges. I also do not believe that I fit into the description that you gave in “Apologetics for the Masses – Issue #16”, in which you said, “I keep thinking someone is going to come up with something new…that I’m not going to keep seeing the same old misrepresentations, half-truths, and lies about the Catholic Faith that we hear over and over again. That one of these folks is actually going to get it right in what they claim Catholics believe and teach. Alas, to no avail have I hoped.” So I request either some web space, or at the very least an admission that not all of the Roman Catholic critics are half-baked liars. Some of us still intend to convince you that all you need to be is a Christian, not a Roman Catholic. 


John2: Again, with all due respect, you have not brought anything new to the table. The Catholic Church is a false church with false teachings (“mouse droppings”), man-made institution with man-made doctrines (although you have yet to list one that I am aware of); the Catholic Church adds false, non-biblical doctrines to its teachings; Catholics blindly follow the dictates of “Rome;” Catholics don’t go by the Bible; etc., etc., etc.. The problem is, we can’t go by the Bible alone because we’re not allowed to interpret the Bible for ourselves, at least, not by you. You don’t want us interpreting the Bible on our own, you simply want us to substitute what you believe to be “Rome’s” interpretations, for Matt Johnson’s interpretations. 


Matt3: This is another one of your “go to” statements. You use this when you have not proved anything and have nothing of substance to offer. Yes, some of what I have to say will be similar to other things you have dismissed in the past. Some of it will be new. I will challenge you to consider my beliefs instead of dismissing them as you hide behind unproved claims of Roman Catholic authority and infallibility.


John2: You also claim to not want to discredit another believer’s faith, yet you compare our teachings to “mouse droppings.” 


Matt3: It is a fair comparison. Can you imagine un-crushed pepper next to mouse droppings? It would be very difficult to tell the difference – especially if they were all mixed up together. This is why we need restoration. It is the difficult and sometimes painful task of purifying the Church.


John2: You claim to want to be inclusive, yet I am wrong and you are right on every point of the faith where we disagree…I am a mind-numbed robot of the Vatican and you are, apparently, an enlightened believer trying to teach this poor Catholic…how is that being inclusive? 


Matt3: You have a strange litmus test for being inclusive. I believe you are included as part of the Church if you are a follower of Jesus Christ – by his standards. That does not means that I am accepting of all of your beliefs. Being inclusive is not the same thing as blanket acceptance. Perhaps you have fallen into the worldly philosophical trap of tolerance and bled that over into our discussion. Tolerance used to mean that you disagreed with someone but were willing to tolerate the difference and accept the person. The modern, popular notion of tolerance means you have to accept every difference and everything about everyone – or else you are labeled intolerant. You seem to be saying that if I include you in my understanding of the Church then I cannot disagree with you – or I am being exclusive. So by your reasoning (or by the reasoning you are trying to impose on me) we must all agree with each other or go to hell. 


Matt1: Obviously there is much more I could write, but I’d like to stay on point here.


John2: In all honesty, Matt, I don’t see that you have much of an understanding of what I believe and why I believe it. 


Matt3: If you wanted to, you could tell me what you believe and why you believe it. That is what I have been trying to get from you and that is what you have been avoiding. 


John2: It seems to make you feel good to believe that I simply spout the party line and apparently cannot think for myself. 


Matt3: This does not make me feel good at all. In fact I lose sleep the state of the Church some 2000 years after Pentecost. Perhaps you should look within and consider whether it is you who feel good about thinking that I am simply spouting party lines (whatever my “party lines” would be). Honestly, I would be interested to know if you have ever even met a person who didn’t have to put an adjective in front of the name “Christian”. Please understand that I am not anti-Roman Catholic. I am simply pro-Christian. 


John2: That’s fine. But, I have yet to see you give direct answers to my questions…questions about the Bible and about your authority to interpret the Bible and to declare my interpretations invalid. 


Matt3: Then you haven’t been paying attention. Be careful with your wild accusations John. We have begun a potentially meaningful dialogue on the sixth chapter of John. Just because I do not agree with you does not mean that I have not given a direct answer. 


John2: I’m open to continuing this exchange, but I need to see that you really are bringing something new…like answering a direct question with a direct answer…to the conversation. 


Matt3: What seems to be one of your favorite tactics is to ask a lot of questions, then when one of them does not get answered the way you want it then you sidestep the actual debate and start with the accusation that your critic has no substantial response for you, and thus has no substance. Patience John, not rhetoric will serve you well. “The truth must dazzle gradually lest every man be blind.” 


I have assured you in the past, and I will assure you again that I am willing to answer any question you ask me. Forgive me for not answering all of them, but you ask a lot (which I believe is one of your tactics for wining a debate). I’m not always sure which ones you think are more important. I deal with some things and cannot, in one letter, deal with everything. Realize that I am just responding to what you are writing. You are doing the same. If you have a burning question that you do not feel is being addressed, then ask it. I hope we are not just trading rhetoric here, but searching for truth.


Then my proposal is that we continue with our dialogue about John chapter 6. If you wish to discuss who has authority to interpret the Bible, then for your part you must stop simply claiming authority for the Roman Catholic church and actually prove it – lest you be accused of not bringing anything new to the dialogue.


John2: And, again, with all due respect, I don’t say that to offend or anger, but that is just my humble opinion…I am entitled to my opinion, am I not? 


Matt3: Why would I be angry with that? Of course you are entitled to your opinion. But are we talking about opinions here – like what color of automobile I should buy? Or are we talking about doctrine here – like the deity of Christ? In matters of opinion Christians should allow liberty. In matters of doctrine Christians should seek unity. Are you perhaps confusing matters of opinion with matters of doctrine? (Are you saying that your belief that Roman Catholic church doctrine is infallible is just a matter of opinion?) Just because I disagree with you does not mean that I do not think that you are not entitled to an opinion. It may, however mean that I believe you have accepted a false doctrine. 


I have this nagging feeling that you have enough material for your newsletter so you are about to drop me – before anything of substance is established. I believe that would be a disservice to everyone involved (including your readers). In fact, from my perspective, it would look like you got frustrated and quit – just like many of your critics have. Stick it out John. I am told that my wife’s grandfather prays every night that she will “return home” to the Roman Catholic Church (it’s his prayer, so I gave it a capitol “C”) and bring me with her. If you are right then be an answer to his prayer. If you are wrong then be an answer to mine. 
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Below is my next response to Matt. I get back to following my own personal rules of engagement, which I had suspended for the last few exchanges. I let the conversation wander off in a bunch of different directions rather than keeping it tight and on topic. Usually, I would refuse to move on until my questions were answered, but I didn’t do that this time, and you saw the result…things can get a little messy.

With this newsletter, I’m trying to pull the conversation back to 4 main points, as you’ll see. If we are able to move forward in our dialogue, I may stay with Matt for another couple of newsletters or so, but if his responses don’t move us forward, then I’ll move on to others.

Matt,

Okay, let’s drop the chitchat and get down to the basics. I have 3 different things that I want to get into here:

First, I have a few questions to ask and I would like for you to give yes or no answers, please. If you would like to add explanation to your answers, please do, but first please answer with a “yes” or a “no.” 


1) Did the Apostles teach different doctrines to different people? Yes or no?


2) Did the Apostles and other leaders of the early Church believe it was okay to have false doctrines within the Church? Yes or no?


3) Did the Apostles break fellowship with those who were teaching different doctrines than they were teaching? Yes or no?


4) Did Jesus and the Apostles demand conformity to the doctrines they taught? Yes or no?


5) Were the Apostles infallible in their teaching? Yes or no?


6) Is there anyone on this earth who has the authority to tell you – Matt Johnson – that you are wrong in any of your interpretations of Scripture? Yes or no? If “yes,” who? (Or, whom?)


7) Can you be “one” with someone who believes in false doctrines? Yes or no?


8) In your church, can two walk together if they are not in agreement? Yes or no?


Strategies/Comments: 

Just trying to get the conversation back on track, so to speak. Here are several unanswered questions from previous emails and they all relate to Matt’s vision of the church. It seems he believes you can have unity in the church even if you don’t have doctrinal unity in the church. I don’t believe that, and I don’t see that anywhere in Scripture. So, I’m asking these questions to try and figure out exactly what he believes and how it compares to what Jesus taught the Apostles. I don’t think he can answer them and be consistent with both Scripture and what he has said in previous emails. Also, I’m trying to figure out his view of authority in the church, especially in regards to the interpretation of Scripture. 

Second, I would really like to get to the bottom of why you feel Catholics “exclude” you and others. Catholics (Roman Catholics in your parlance) are the most inclusive group of folks that I know of. Everyone – Protestants, Buddhists, Muslims, Atheists, Jews, Church of Christ, Church of God – everyone, is invited to participate in our worship services, Bible studies, RCIA programs, Adult Ed classes, bingo games, etc. 


“But,” you would say, “they are excluded from receiving the Eucharist, or the Lord’s Supper, and, therefore, you Roman Catholics are indeed exclusive.” With all due respect, I think you’re being a bit of a hypocrite here. Either that, or you are simply ignorant of Catholic teaching regarding the Eucharist. 


Let me ask you, if someone came to your church, and said, “I don’t believe in a lot of what you teach, and I don’t believe your preachers and elders have any authority whatsoever, and I don’t believe in what you believe in concerning ‘The Lord’s Supper,’” would you then let that person receive the Lord’s Supper? Yes or no? 


And, wouldn’t you consider this person a hypocrite if they didn’t believe what you believe about the Lord’s Supper, but they still wanted to receive the Lord’s Supper in your church? Please explain to me why I shouldn’t consider you a hypocrite when you don’t believe what we Catholics believe, particularly about the Eucharist, yet you still wish to receive the Eucharist in our church? Or when you feel “excluded” because we won’t let you receive the Eucharist in our Church? Why would you want to participate in something that you don’t believe in? Why would you feel “excluded” when you’re not allowed to participate in something you don’t believe in? That makes no sense to me, whatsoever. 


Furthermore, let’s say that Catholics are right in our beliefs. Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that the bread and wine actually turn into the Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity of Jesus Christ, as we believe. That they become God Himself. Yet, you deny this. Would we not be doing you a favor by preventing you from receiving that which you do not believe? In other words, if you do not believe what we teach, and we just happen to be right in what we teach, then you would be guilty of denying a central truth of the Christian Faith. In your opinion, would a person who denies a central truth of the Christian Faith be considered worthy or unworthy when it comes time to receiving the Lord’s Supper? Maybe in your church, you wouldn’t have a problem with that, but in our church, we believe that someone who denies a central truth of the Christian Faith cannot worthily receive the Lord’s Supper – the Eucharist. In which case, by denying the Lord’s Supper to those who do not believe as we believe, we are not being “exclusive.” We are not drawing any circles to keep anyone out. We are keeping them from profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord as it says in 1 Cor 11:27-30. 


So, do you consider it a good thing or a bad thing, to prevent someone from profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord? Is it being “exclusive” to prevent someone from profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord, or is it being charitable? Again, I understand that you disagree with what we believe in regard to the Eucharist, but, given our beliefs, are we being “exclusive” by denying the Eucharist to those who do not believe as we believe, or are we being charitable in doing so? 


Furthermore, let’s say someone came to your congregation one Sunday morning and insisted that all the singing should be done a canella (no instruments), as the folks in the Church of Christ do. Would you accede to their request? Would you stop using musical instruments in your worship service to accommodate this person’s request? If not, would you consider yourself to be exclusive, as you consider Roman Catholics to be exclusive, because not only didn’t you do what this man wanted you to do, but you then proceeded to create a worship environment – by the use of musical instruments – that was hostile to this man’s beliefs and caused him to get angry and leave? Wouldn’t that be exclusive, in the way that you use the word? 


Strategies/Comments: 
It seems to me that Matt acts like someone with an inferiority complex when it comes to being “excluded” by the Catholic Church when it comes to the Eucharist. 
It seems to really get under his skin, so I just wanted to explain that a bit and to turn his accusations about being “exclusive” around on him. There are a number of folks in the Churches of Christ who do not believe musical instruments should be used in worship services. In fact, the use of musical instruments was one of the reasons the Churches of Christ split from the Christian Churches. So, by using musical instruments in their worship service, Matt’s Christian Churches are being exclusive toward these folks from the Church of Christ. He wants us to change our beliefs and worship practices for him, and if we don’t, then we are being “exclusive.” So, why won’t he change his beliefs and worship practices for others? Isn’t he, and his entire congregation, being “exclusive” every time they play a piano or organ at the church?


Another thing I don’t understand, why does someone want to participate in something they don’t believe in? And why would they be offended for not being allowed to participate in something that they don’t believe in? If you believe abortion is wrong, do you want to participate in an abortion? If you don’t believe in ghosts, do you want to participate in a seance? If you believe the Eucharist, as celebrated by Catholics is wrong, do you want to go out and participate in receiving the Eucharist? Matt does. Makes no sense to me whatsoever.


And, what if we are right in our beliefs? Is not what we are doing charitable…is not refusing to allow someone to profane the Body and Blood of our Lord an act of charity rather than an act of exclusion? 

Now, the third thing I wanted to get into is your total lack of Scriptural evidence for your beliefs regarding John 6 and elsewhere. Please, I am not interested in your opinions and conjectures, back up your beliefs from Scripture, since you profess Scripture to be the source of your beliefs.


John 6:51, “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.” 


The bread which Jesus gives us to eat = His flesh that He shall give for the life of the world


Strategies/Comments: 

This is the crux of this particular argument. Does Jesus say, or does He not say, that the bread which He will give us to eat, is His flesh, which He will give for the life of the world? I’m sorry, but that is about as clear as it gets. When did He give His flesh for the life of the world? On the cross. Was that real flesh on the cross or symbolic, metaphorical flesh? Real flesh! So, the bread He gives us to eat, if we are to take Jesus at His word, is it real flesh or symbolic, metaphorical flesh? Real flesh! If not, then the words of Scripture just don’t add up. And, when His listeners don’t fully appreciate what He is saying in verse 51, does He tell them that they’re misunderstanding Him? No. He repeats Himself (like He does nowhere else in Scripture) and emphasizes what He was saying in an even more strident manner. 


I asked you, based on this verse, what is the bread that Jesus wants to give us to eat? Is it not the flesh that He gave for the life of the world? So, the very logical question to ask, which I did ask, based on this verse of Scripture, is this: “Did Jesus give His real flesh or His symbolic flesh for the life of the world?” Which was it? 


You responded with the following to that question: “You are guilty of presenting a false choice here. I know that Jesus’ sacrifice was real, not symbolic. Yet you have manufactured an unnecessary correlation. You have implied that if one was real and not symbolic that the other must be real and not symbolic. Where did you get that? Who said that must be true? The Bible doesn’t. Does your church?” 

How am I manufacturing an “unnecessary correlation?” Does the Bible say – yes or no – that the bread that Jesus wants us to eat is the flesh that he will give for the life of the world? Yes, or no? I’m assuming, based on your previous answer that you would say, “yes.” Then, was the flesh that Jesus gave for the life of the world His literal flesh…His real flesh? Yes, or no? I believe, from your previous answer, that you would say Jesus gave His real flesh…His literal flesh… for the life of the world. (If you would have answered “no” to either of those two questions, please let me know.)


So, I’m assuming that you would agree (and, again, correct me if I’m wrong) to the following: 1) Jesus gave His literal flesh, not symbolic flesh, for the life of the world; and 2) the Bible records Jesus, in John 6:51, as saying that He is giving us – to eat – the flesh that He will give for the life of the world. So, if Jesus gave His literal flesh for the life of the world, and He is giving us to eat the flesh that He gave for the life of the world, why is it an “unnecessary correlation” to draw the conclusion that He is giving us His literal flesh to eat? 


Furthermore, you stated: “You have implied that if one was real and not symbolic that the other must be real and not symbolic.” Please tell me what you are referring to as “one” and what you are referring to as “the other”? I’m talking about one phrase…”the bread that I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh”…that Jesus uses in one verse. I’m not talking about two different things as you seem to be. Jesus gives us the following equation: the bread that I shall give you to eat = the flesh that I will give for the life of the world. You seem to be making Jesus say the opposite of what Scripture records: the bread that I shall give you to eat does not = the flesh that I will give for the life of the world. But, that’s not what Scripture says, is it?


Again, was the flesh that Jesus gave for the life of the world His literal flesh or not? If it was, then where in verse 51 of John 6 do you see Jesus saying that he wants to give us His symbolic…His metaphorical…flesh to eat? There is no “unnecessary correlation” here, this is just a simple straightforward reading of the Bible along with a little common sense and logic. It’s okay to use common sense and logic, isn’t it?


Now, let’s move on to John 6:53-55 – “So Jesus said to them, ‘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.” 


First question, if Jesus didn’t mean what Catholics think He means, then what exactly does He mean? All you’ve given me so far is that you don’t agree with what Catholics think it means, but you haven’t told me what it actually means…other than to say Jesus is speaking metaphorically. Okay, fine. So what does He mean…metaphorically speaking? How do we eat His flesh and drink His blood? How do you do that? By eating a piece of bread and drinking some grape juice? What does He mean when He says His flesh is “food indeed” and His blood is “drink indeed”? You claim it is merely a metaphor. A metaphor for what? 


Fact is, I can tell you how the Jews used the term “to eat one’s flesh” metaphorically. You probably aren’t aware of this, but the phrase “eat the flesh” is indeed used as a metaphor in Scripture…a metaphor that conveys something wicked and evil: 


Psalm 27:2, “When the WICKED came against me to eat up my flesh, my ENEMIES and FOES…” (KJV)


Micah 3:2-4, “You who HATE THE GOOD and LOVE THE EVIL, who tear the skin from off my people, and their flesh from off their bones; who eat the flesh of my people…” 


Isaiah 9:20, “They snatch on the right, but are still hungry, and they devour on the left, but are not satisfied; each devours his neighbor’s flesh…”


We see that, in the Bible, the phrase “eat the flesh” has very negative connotations. It is not a good thing. It is something evildoers do to others. So, if Jesus was speaking metaphorically, then, using the Bible to interpret the Bible, as I assume you do, one would have to conclude that He was saying something pretty bad, right? Yet, He says you must do this bad thing to have eternal life. Could you help me to understand this, please? 


Yet, even though there was a metaphor, “eat the flesh,” that was used by the Jews, as evidenced by Scripture, the Jews who were standing there at the time took Christ to be speaking literally, not metaphorically. Verse 52, “The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, ‘How can this man give us his flesh to eat?’” Verse 60, “Many of His disciples, when they heard it, said, ‘This is a hard saying, who can listen to it?’” And, in verse 66, they left Him. They left Him because they could not accept the literal meaning of His words. So, again, even though there was a metaphorical meaning for what Jesus was saying, the folks standing there took Him literally. 


Your response, when I brought this up earlier, was rather off the point: 

“Please do not tell me you are looking at the reaction of people who deserted Jesus and knew nothing of the last supper or the cross to give you an accurate indication of what Jesus actually meant.”

I am looking at the reaction of people who deserted Him to see whether they took Jesus literally or metaphorically. When Jesus said that he is a door or a vine, did the disciples take Him literally or metaphorically? They took Him metaphorically, did they not? No one asked, “How can this man be a door?” Or, “How can this man be a vine?” Did they? Did anyone jump up and say, “This is a hard teaching; who can accept it,” and then leave Him? Did they? No, of course not. The point I am making, and Scripture backs me on this 100%, is that those listening to Him that day took Him to be speaking literally…even His own disciples. So much so, that many of them left Him over this teaching. 


And, I take it from your previous response, that you know full well that His listeners on that day 2000 years ago did indeed take Him literally. My question to you is this: Why, 2000 years later, do you take Him metaphorically? What in the Bible states that He was speaking metaphorically? And, again, if He is speaking metaphorically, then exactly what was He saying? I have already shown, from the Bible, that the metaphor of eating one’s flesh was known to the Jews and that it had incredibly negative connotations. It was something evildoers did. So, what did He mean exactly, when He said we need to eat His flesh and drink His blood to have eternal life?


One other thing to consider. If Jesus let His disciples walk away from following Him, even though He knew it was simply a misunderstanding on their part, what does that say about Him as a teacher, as a Rabbi, as God? Can you name other instances in the Gospels where Jesus’ disciples didn’t understand what He was saying? I can. And, in each and every instance of the disciples not understanding, what happens? 
I’ll tell you what happens: either they go to Jesus to ask Him what He meant, or Jesus goes to them, even without them asking, and explains what He meant. But, that didn’t happen in this instance…how come? Could it be because Jesus knew that there was no misunderstanding on their part…they got it exactly as He meant it? And, the difficulty of understanding and believing what He said put their faith to the test, and they failed that test?


Regarding the accounts of the Last Supper, you stated the following: 

“Second, the apostles never literally ate the actual flesh or drank the actual blood of Jesus Christ. In fact, the Bible says that they ate the bread and drank the wine…They gathered around the table. They ate the food in that was front of them. Jesus thanked the Father for the bread. Jesus told them to eat the bread. Jesus thanked the Father for the cup. Jesus told them to drink from it. Are you, for the sake of argument, trying to claim it is probable that the apostles did not eat and drink the elements that Jesus gave them as they sat around a table and he instructed them to eat?”

Didn’t you leave out something in your account of what happened? After Jesus thanked the Father for the bread and for the cup, didn’t He say something like, “Take eat, this is My body?” And, “Drink this all of you, for this is My blood?” So, actually, what the Bible records is that Jesus gave them His body to eat, and that He gave them His blood to drink. So, if the Bible says He gave them His body to eat and His blood to drink, why do you say, “the Bible says that they ate the bread and drank the wine?” Where does the Bible say that? 


You also stated the following: “…wouldn’t it be impossible for any of us to “literally eat” the flesh of Christ since, in his resurrected body he ascended to heaven and now sits at the right hand of the Father? How can we literally eat the flesh that is not available to us? So since the apostles didn’t literally do it and it is impossible for us to do it, how can you say that it is mandatory for eternal life? You say this is very clear teaching. But it doesn’t seem so clear to me. As a matter of fact, it seems that you have added something to the Bible. Could you help me out and explain it?

I believe it is possible for Jesus to be in Heaven and on earth at the same time…don’t you? I do believe that there are some things that are impossible for God…like making a square circle and creating a rock so heavy that He can’t lift it and committing a sin and other things along those lines that are contradictions – God cannot contradict Himself…however, I do believe it is possible for God to be everywhere at once, don’t you? And, if He can be everywhere at once, then your objection becomes more a statement of unbelief rather than an objection. Can God be everywhere at once or not? What is your belief on that? If He can be, then how can you object when Catholics merely believe as you do on that matter? We can (and do) literally eat the flesh of Jesus because He wills it to be so. Do you deny that He can make such a thing happen?


Regarding the Last Supper, does Jesus say that He is giving the Apostles His body to eat and His blood to drink or not? Yes or no? And, if God holds up a piece of bread and declares it to be His body, who are you to say that it’s not His body? God didn’t hold up a vine and say this is my body. He didn’t hold up a door and say this is my body. He did indeed speak metaphorically in those instances. But, nowhere in those instances did He say, “This IS…” At the Last Supper He didn’t say, “This is metaphorically My body,” or “This is symbolically My body,” or any such thing, He said, “This IS My body.”


Now, one of the objections you made in a previous email was this: “You say that you did not claim that the Bible uses the word “literally” in John 6, yet you react as if it did. You do claim that we must literally eat the flesh and drink the blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life. The Bible doesn’t. You do. You made that point.”

The Bible does not use the word “literally” in John 6, but I ask you again: Was Jesus talking about His literal or metaphorical flesh in John 6:51 when He said that He would give His flesh for the life of the world? Did He give His literal or metaphorical flesh for the life of the world? I ask you again: Did those who heard Him on that day take Him literally or metaphorically?


You said in the quote above that I react as if the Bible uses the word “literally,” even though it doesn’t actually use that word. The implication is that I am “adding” to Scripture. However, you react as if the Bible uses the word “metaphorically,” even though it doesn’t actually use that word. Why isn’t that “adding” to Scripture? Why is it bad when I do something, but okay when you do the same thing? Besides, I believe I have given good reason, from the Bible, for that reaction. I have laid out a case, from the Scripture, for why I believe Jesus is speaking literally. I have seen nothing from you, other than your own opinion, as to why you believe He is speaking metaphorically. By the way, which scripture passage is it that mentions the word “metaphorically?” 


Strategies/Comments: 
This is something to constantly be on the lookout for…when a Catholic does something, it is bad. Very bad. But, when the non-Catholic does the exact same thing, just from a different direction, then it’s hunky-dory, no problem, whatsoever. 

You also stated the following: “Yes, Jesus literally said, “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life . . .” 
This is obvious from the Scriptures. But Jesus does not say, “Whoever eats my literal flesh and drinks my actual blood transubstantially, has eternal life..,” as your theology assumes he did.”

Please tell me where the Bible says, “Whoever eats my metaphorical flesh and drinks my metaphorical blood in some abstract spiritual sense has eternal life…,” as your theology assumes He did? Again, this smacks of hypocrisy – you do the exact thing – interpreting – that you say I’m doing, but it’s okay for you and not okay for me. That is the definition of hypocrisy.


Does Jesus literally say that we must “eat His flesh” and “drink His blood” in order to have “eternal life?” Yes or no? You answered “yes” in the quote above, yet you take me to task for believing what the Bible actually says. 


Do you deny that, at the Last Supper, Jesus said what He was giving the Apostles was His body and His blood? Yes or no? You seemed to leave that part out of your description of the Last Supper that I quoted above. 


Another of your objections: “You asked me to specifically state what you have added to the Bible. Here are the three interchangeable words that you have added: literally, actually, and transubstantially. Your doctrine fails without them, but they are nowhere to be found in Scripture. You have added them.”

Did Jesus literally say…did He actually say…that we must “eat [His] flesh” and “drink [His] blood” in order to have eternal life? Yes or no? Yes, He did So, I am not adding anything. He literally, and actually, said, “eat My flesh.” He literally, and actually, said, “drink My blood.” Do you deny that? And, again, was Jesus talking about His actual, literal flesh when He said He would give it for the life of the world? Did He give His actual, literal flesh for the life of the world? Yes or no? 


Another argument from you was this: “Let’s have another bit of brutal honesty in our discussion concerning John chapter 6. It is you who claim that the doctrine of transubstantiation is biblical, but any guesses as to when that doctrine pops up in history? Any guesses? Anyone? 
Surly [sic] this is so important that the early church unanimously agreed on it. Surly [sic] not a year or decade would go by before this important truth was revealed to the Church. But alas this is not the case. The word “transubstantiation” was first introduced in 1079. (Hmm, lots of new doctrines are introduced after 1054 A.D. – perhaps more on that later, I bet your readers would be interested in it.) I wonder why it took God so long to clear this one up. Perhaps you can see now that it is my faith that is ancient (because it is based Scripture) and your faith that contains innovations and additions. My faith is not 200 years old. It is nearly 2000 years old. It is your faith that is constantly being changed to serve its institutional purposes.”

With all due respect, Matt, but this is not much of an argument. Regarding transubstantiation, it is simply a description of what is happening in the process of ordinary bread and wine becoming the flesh and blood of Jesus Christ. The substance of the bread is replaced by the substance of Christ’s body and blood. If you want me to explain how that happens, you can forget it. I have no idea how that happens, other than the fact that it happens by the power of God. I believe by faith. 


Regarding the fact that the word “transubstantiation” wasn’t coined until 1079 A.D. or thereabouts, you have proven nothing. As if this is some shocking revelation? Oh, no! Catholics don’t read this part! The Church has been trying to hide this from you! You can’t read this or the Church will go out of business. Oh, please…


Where do you think you ultimately got your information on when the word “transubstantiation” came into existence? Do you think some clever Protestant snuck his way into the Vatican archives to discover this secret? You got your information, whether directly or indirectly, from Catholic sources. You might be interested in picking up a copy of “The Sources of Catholic Dogma,” edited by Denzinger. It contains a wealth of information on Catholic teaching and the Councils that formulated (not invented) the teaching on certain doctrines and dogmas – like, the Trinity, transubstantiation, the Incarnation, and so on. We don’t try to hide any of these things…they’re not these big faith-shattering secrets that the Vatican is trying to hide from everyone…they’re published in books and articles and what not for the whole world to see. Your “brutal honesty” is nothing of the sort…it is brutal ignorance, with all due respect. 


To try and argue, as you do, that this belief is an “addition” to the Bible because the term was first introduced several hundred years after Christ, is pretty nonsensical. By similar argument you can toss out the doctrine of the Incarnation and the Trinity, among others. After all, those terms weren’t introduced until after the Bible was written either. Those terms are merely used, after the fact, to describe what is contained in Scripture…the same with transubstantiation. The term merely gives us a way to try and explain what exactly is happening when Jesus says, “This is My body.” To call it an “invention” or an “addition” to Scripture is an argument that I thought was beneath you. I thought you said you were going to give me some different arguments from what the fundamentalists use? 


Besides, the fact is that everyone in the early Church did believe in the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist, whether they called it transubstantiation or not – have you read the Early Church Fathers? 
The fact that it wasn’t until around the 11th century that the need to better define the teaching came about shows that it wasn’t until then that there were any serious doubts regarding the teaching. Surely you are familiar with the historical fact that Councils were, for the most part, called to counter heresies that would spring up from time to time? And that these Councils would better formulate and explain doctrines that were being challenged by these heresies and heretics? The Council of Nicaea, which formulated much of the doctrine on the Trinity that you believe in, wasn’t called for almost 300 years after Jesus’ death. Does that mean that the teaching on the Trinity wasn’t important? No. It means it wasn’t seriously challenged until the 4th century. The fact that we don’t see any Councils being called to better formulate and explain Eucharistic teaching before the 11th century shows that the belief in the Real Presence was a universal belief for many centuries in the Church, and only of relatively late was it seriously challenged. 

Actually, there is a fourth point I wish to make. You stated the following: 

The Roman Catholic church adds nothing to the Word of God?? Where should we start? Perhaps you can tell me where in the Bible we find the teaching that Mary was immaculately conceived (not Jesus, but Mary)? Perhaps you can tell me where in the Bible I can find a distinct class of priests in the Church. Perhaps you can tell me where in Word of God we are told that those “special” priests cannot be married. Perhaps you can tell me where in the Bible it is okay to make statues of people and pray to dead people. Perhaps you can give me just one clear example in the Bible of an infant being baptized. Shall I go on? But wait, your theology allows you to add things to the Bible. When the Roam Catholic church adds these things they say that God has entrusted them with these words. That allows them to add anything they want and still call it the “Word of God”, tricky.

I can give you answers to each and every one of those questions. However, before I do, let me ask you these questions to once again point out what appears to be a slight case of hypocrisy:


1) Where in the Bible does it list the books which should be part of the Bible? 


2) Where in the Bible does it say that public revelation ended with the death of the last apostle?


3) Where in the Bible does it say that we should go by the Bible alone when it comes to all matters pertaining to faith and morals? 


4) Where in the Bible does it say that the writer of the Gospel of Mark was inspired by the Holy Spirit? 


5) Where in the Bible does it tell us that the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews was inspired by the Holy Spirit?


I previously asked you how you know the Bible to be inspired. You basically said that you know it to be inspired because it says so. Talk about your circular reasoning. Actually, not all the books of the Bible say that they are inspired, and I assume you know that they were all written individually. But, even more importantly, the Koran claims to be inspired, how do you know that it’s not? And, if you asked a Muslim how he knows the Koran is inspired, and he said, “Because it says so,” would you accept that reasoning? I don’t think so. If I claimed that what I am writing right now is inspired, by your reasoning and logic, I assume you would then accept it as inspired, right? You should, using your standard.


You don’t accept the Bible as being inspired because it says so, you accept the Bible as being inspired because someone told you it’s inspired. So, who was it? Who told you that the Bible is inspired? Whose authority did you accept in order to come to believe in the Bible as the inspired Word of God?


The point I’m making with all of this, Matt, is that many of your beliefs are based on authority that is outside of the Bible…you add to the Bible, to use your terminology…but either you don’t realize it, or you simply won’t admit to it. You hold to beliefs that are not found in the pages of Scripture. You believe the writer of the Gospel of Mark was inspired, don’t you? Yet, can you give me a chapter and verse to tell me where the Bible says that. No, you can’t. Which means you hold me to a different standard than you hold yourself to. You tell me Catholics add to the Bible, yet you cannot give me Bible verses for some of the beliefs you hold that all the other beliefs you hold depend upon. You believe the Gospel of Mark to be inspired Scripture, yet, you can’t tell me how you know the writer of Mark was inspired by the Holy Spirit You believe all the books of the Bible to be inspired, but you can’t give me a list, from the Bible, of which books are supposed to be in the Bible 


So, again, I ask you to answer all of my questions, #1-#5 above, with citations, chapter and verse, from the Bible. If you cannot, then I accuse you of “adding to the Bible,” and I condemn you as holding a thoroughly Roman Catholic belief – the belief in Sacred Tradition. 


Now, I will get back to more on the issue of authority and interpretation of the Bible, but that will be in the next email, as I’m sure your response to this email will give me ample opportunity to do just that. 


Oh, one more thing, if you have any questions that you have asked me in previous emails, that you feel I haven’t answered, please do list them like I did the ones at the beginning of this response. I would be happy to answer any and all of them. God bless, John
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This could be the last newsletter with Matt Johnson. I know many of you are saying, “Thank you!” to that. Although, as you will see in this newsletter, I gave him one last chance to answer my questions, and, if he does, I will include them in the next newsletter. I am a man of my word. 

Below is his response to what I wrote in the last newsletter. And, below that is my response. I didn’t intermingle it with his, so that it will hopefully be easier to read and follow. Although, because I didn’t intermingle it with his, my response is longer because I have to quote him at length so that you know exactly what I am responding to.

From Matt

Bravo. I am so glad you published the bulk of our exchange so far. Actually, I’m impressed. Good for you. So far I have been wrong about what you would publish.

Please give me advanced warning if you are going to stop reading, responding to, or publishing my responses. I will react accordingly. That would be a disappointment to me. But you are the man with the microphone, so you call the shots. I also recognize that you are the one who has been gracious enough to make our exchange available to a greater audience than my own humble congregation. Thank you. 

Oh, and for the record, I don’t feel like you have been mean to me. I’m a big boy. Neither one of us has worn kid gloves in this exchange. Perhaps some people can’t handle this communication style and find it offensive. You responded well to them in your last newsletter.


I hope you don’t mind if I focus on the Bible and limit this email to our ongoing discussion about John chapter six and other relevant Scriptures. I liked the questions you sent, and hopefully I can spend some time on them in the future (especially the ones where you “almost guarantee” your readers that I will not respond). Honestly, I suspect you will end our exchange before I do. Perhaps I should almost guarantee your readers that. For now, let’s chase one rabbit. You know what happens when you chase two.


On the Christian Bible Society website, one of your readers asks, “Why do Protestants not believe John 6 when it says that Jesus’ flesh is real food and that His blood is real drink?” You respond, “I don’t know!” And then you go on with some of the teachings that you have shared with me. 


Well today is the day you get to find out why some people don’t agree with you. The short answer is that your interpretation is not biblical, literal, or logical. There is a reason you believe this, but we will get to it in a moment. We will start with my favorite point.

Let us begin with biblical interpretation. Fortunately for us, God has seen fit for the Scriptures to be preserved to this day so the immutable voice of God can bring light to these questions. 


1 Corinthians 11:17: In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than good. 18 In the first place, I hear that when you come together as a church, there are divisions among you, and to some extent I believe it. 19 No doubt there have to be differences among you to show which of you have God’s approval. 20 When you come together, it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat, 21 for as you eat, each of you goes ahead without waiting for anybody else. One remains hungry, another gets drunk. 22 Don’t you have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you for this? Certainly not! 23 For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, 24 and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.” 25 In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.” 26 For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.

27 Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. 28 A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. 29 For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself. 30 That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep. 31 But if we judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment. 32 When we are judged by the Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not be condemned with the world.

33 So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for each other. 34 If anyone is hungry, he should eat at home, so that when you meet together it may not result in judgment. And when I come I will give further directions.”

You brought up 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 in our last exchange, so I’m dealing with it first. Actually I’m astonished that you would bring it up as you did. I thought that your interpretation of this passage went out of style with the fundamentalist preachers of the mid twentieth-century. 


Pastors used to keep their congregations in check with the threat that anyone who participated at the Lord’s Table in an “unworthy manner” was in great, perhaps even mortal danger. The nice thing for them was they could open up their Bibles and read from 1 Corinthians 11:27-30, “prove” this claim and guilt their flock into conformity.


The problem is, as with most false doctrines, there’s some truth to it. Yes, we are to examine ourselves before we eat the bread and drink of the cup. We do not want to partake in an unworthy manner. Indeed we are in danger if we profane the body of Christ. But that begs a question – what does “unworthy manner” mean? 


Some people will say an “unworthy manner” means that we are in a state of unconfessed sin. Some people say that it means we must take this act seriously, not as a recent comedian did when he called it “snack time.” You seem to say that we must recognize the doctrine of transubstantiation or else we partake in an unworthy manner.


What does the Bible tell us? Do we get any clues? Well basic hermeneutics (there’s that word again) teaches us to pay attention to context. In what context does the apostle Paul use the phrase “unworthy manner”? Verses 17-22 give us the context. There were divisions even within a congregation. Some people were using the assembly, or mass if you prefer, for selfish purposes. “One remains hungry, another gets drunk,” the apostle wrote.


In this context we get the most direct explanation of the Lord’s Supper found in sacred Scripture. Interestingly the following verses (23-26) give us the reason for this meal. Two words come directly from God – “remembrance” and “proclaim”. Yes, this is the focus of the meal at our assembly. We are to focus on Christ, not on self.


So what do we learn from this? What exactly is the “unworthy manner” that we read of in verse 27? It is obvious. Paul corrected the wrong behavior and wrong beliefs of the Corinthian church. They treated the Lord’s Table like selfish people at a buffet. This is unworthy behavior for the Lord’s Table. 


You, on the other hand interpreted the passage much differently. You impose your teaching of transubstantiation into the passage and state that if we do not believe your teaching then we eat and drink in an unworthy manner. 


Many Christians have been guilty of interpreting and teaching as you have through the years. They pick a despised sin or pet doctrine and they interpret 1 Corinthians 11:27-30 in light of their dogmatic position. But the passage is specific. “So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for each other.” 


So you see, the Bible teaches respect for the assembly and other Christians. It teaches the purpose of the Lord’s Supper – remembrance and proclamation. Your teaching is not to be found in this passage. Isn’t that simple when we just read the Bible?


While we are in Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth, let’s look at 1 Corinthians 10:16-17. 


“Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.”

You insisted on Biblical evidence (interesting since you have offered no biblical proof of your interpretation), so here is some more. This passage is one of the few in the New Testament that deal with the Lord’s Table. Again I look in the Bible and see no “clear teaching” as you have called it about this transubstantiation you speak of. I see the words and concepts of participation, fellowship, and unity. But I see no evidence for the claims you make. It seems reasonable that we should take the Bible at its word and not impose any additional concepts to the Scriptures.


You wrote: “. . . no one just gives you a Bible and says, “Here are the essentials of the Faith.” They hand you the Bible along with their own fallible, non-authoritative interpretation of the Bible.”

Perhaps you are absolutely right. No one just teaches the Bible. Everyone gives you their own fallible, non-authoritative interpretation. But if you are right then you must also admit that you have condemned yourself and the Roman Catholic church with the same statement. 


Allow me to introduce you to a couple of hermeneutical words. One is exegesis [ex-uh-jee-sus]. It is Greek for “to draw the meaning out of.” When we read the Bible we must be careful to draw meaning out of the text – to find out what God is saying. If we don’t, we are in danger of eisegesis [ice-uh-jee-sus]. This is Greek for “to lead in.” This is what we do when we impose meaning into the Scriptures and introduce our own ideas. Eisegesis occurs when, instead of allowing God to speak to us through the Scriptures, we tell him what he means according to our preferences. 


Scholars (Roman Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Mainline, Fundamentalist, and Liberal) all disagree on what constitutes exegesis and eisegesis. But everyone agrees that of utmost importance is the AIM of the Scriptures. That is the Authors Intended Meaning. When we search for the Author’s Intended Meaning and look at the remaining passages in the New Testament concerning the Lord’s Supper, what do we find?


Acts 2:42 They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.


Acts 2:46 Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts,


Acts 20:7 On the first day of the week we came together to break bread. Paul spoke to the people and, because he intended to leave the next day, kept on talking until midnight. 


Acts 20:11 Then he went upstairs again and broke bread and ate. After talking until daylight, he left.


How does the Bible speak of this holy meal? In what way is it described by Luke? What doctrine should we develop around this gift from our Savior? I am humbled by the commonness of it all. It is a meal – an everyday meal with extraordinary spiritual overtones. It is shared in homes. It is shared among friends. It is shared weekly. It is shared daily. 

I call it the “Lords’ Supper”. You call it the “Eucharist”. Yet Luke simply called it “breaking of bread”. What shall we make of this? 


One thing we shouldn’t do. We shouldn’t be guilty of an anachronism. An anachronism has occurred when something is taken out of temporal context. For instance, Genesis 3:8 speaks of God walking in the garden in the “cool” of the day. The word “cool” has developed a new meaning in recent generations. If I interpret Genesis 3:8 to mean that a particular part of the day was hip, trendy, or fashionable (perhaps Ryan Seacrest was on television at that time of the day), then I would be guilty of an anachronism. Similarly, if you interpret “breaking bread” with a 21st century understanding of the doctrine of transubstantiation then you are guilty of an anachronism. 

We must take the Bible at its word. These passages do not mention a special class of priests saying “hoc est corpus” while a bell rings. There is no mention of a tabernacle or a little candle to indicate the presence of the body of Christ. No one is standing in line with their mouth open waiting to have a sliver of bread. All of those things are innovations of more modern congregations. We cannot read these things into the Bible. The biblical evidence looks a lot more like what I believe than what you believe John. 


Now, with some chagrin, I will deal with the Old Testament passages you mentioned. 


Psalm 27:2 When evil men advance against me to devour my flesh, when my enemies and my foes attack me, they will stumble and fall.


Micah 3:2 you who hate good and love evil; who tear the skin from my people and the flesh from their bones; 3 who eat my people’s flesh, strip off their skin and break their bones in pieces; who chop them up like meat for the pan, like flesh for the pot?" 4 Then they will cry out to the LORD, but he will not answer them. At that time he will hide his face from them because of the evil they have done.


Isaiah 9:20 On the right they will devour, but still be hungry; on the left they will eat, but not be satisfied. Each will feed on the flesh of his own offspring:


You wrote: “Fact is, I can tell you how the Jews used the term “to eat one’s flesh” metaphorically. You probably aren’t aware of this, but the phrase “eat the flesh” is indeed used as a metaphor in Scripture…a metaphor that conveys something wicked and evil: “

Perhaps you have been taught along your party lines that eating flesh is only referred to in the metaphoric sense in the Old Testament. You probably aren’t aware of this then, but eating flesh is spoken of in a literal sense in these passages: 


Deuteronomy 28:53 Because of the suffering that your enemy will inflict on you during the siege, you will eat the fruit of the womb, the flesh of the sons and daughters the LORD your God has given you. 54 Even the most gentle and sensitive man among you will have no compassion on his own brother or the wife he loves or his surviving children, 55 and he will not give to one of them any of the flesh of his children that he is eating. It will be all he has left because of the suffering your enemy will inflict on you during the siege of all your cities. 56 The most gentle and sensitive woman among you— so sensitive and gentle that she would not venture to touch the ground with the sole of her foot— will begrudge the husband she loves and her own son or daughter 57 the afterbirth from her womb and the children she bears. For she intends to eat them secretly during the siege and in the distress that your enemy will inflict on you in your cities.


2 Kings 6:26 As the king of Israel was passing by on the wall, a woman cried to him, “Help me, my lord the king!” 27 The king replied, “If the LORD does not help you, where can I get help for you? From the threshing floor? From the winepress?” 28 Then he asked her, “What’s the matter?” She answered, “This woman said to me, ‘Give up your son so we may eat him today, and tomorrow we’ll eat my son.’ 29 So we cooked my son and ate him. The next day I said to her, ‘Give up your son so we may eat him,’ but she had hidden him.”


Leviticus 26:29 You will eat the flesh of your sons and the flesh of your daughters.
Jeremiah 19:9 I will make them eat the flesh of their sons and daughters, and they will eat one another’s flesh during the stress of the siege imposed on them by the enemies who seek their lives.’


Ezekiel 5:10 Therefore in your midst fathers will eat their children, and children will eat their fathers. I will inflict punishment on you and will scatter all your survivors to the winds.


And perhaps the most disturbing statement in the whole of the Old Testament: 


Lamentations 4:10 With their own hands compassionate women have cooked their own children, who became their food when my people were destroyed.” 


Kind of gives you pause to think why people would be horrified at Jesus’ teaching about eating his flesh, doesn’t it? So you see, you can’t say that eating flesh was used strictly metaphorically by the Jews. They knew of the horrid and evil reality of literally eating flesh.


But what if you do make this metaphorical connection between the Old Testament and the New Testament? By the method of interpretation you have employed above, if something had a bad connotation in the Old Testament, it must have a bad connotation in the New Testament as well. If it was used one way in the Old Testament it must be used the same way in the New Testament as well. 


With your kind of thinking I wonder what you would say about calling someone the Queen of Heaven – Jeremiah 7:18. Actually, I know what you would say; I have read it on your website. You don’t have a problem with it. This reveals an inconsistent hermeneutic (method of interpretation) on your part. 


Perhaps you know full well that your argument isn’t worth the ones and zeros it takes your computer to send. Do I need to waste more bandwidth or will you just admit it? 


I am beginning to suspect that you do not mind making or implying arguments that even you do not believe in order to advance your side of the debate. If that is correct, what does it say about the way you handle truth? This is why I believe you are going to stop publishing our exchanges – not because they are not going anywhere, but because they are not going your way. You have indicated that your readers are interested in this dialogue, yet you do not seem committed to seeing this through. 


You may have noticed that I have not mentioned John 6 yet. I will deal with it now in my second point. My point is this – even though you claim that you interpret John 6 literally, you do not. 


John 6:48 I am the bread of life. 49 Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. 50 But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. 51 I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world."


52 Then the Jews began to argue sharply among themselves, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” 


53 Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. 54 Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. 55 For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. 56 Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. 57 Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me. 58 This is the bread that came down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever.” 59 He said this while teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum.


60 On hearing it, many of his disciples said, “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?”


61 Aware that his disciples were grumbling about this, Jesus said to them, "Does this offend you? 62 What if you see the Son of Man ascend to where he was before! 63 The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life.


I find it interesting that you employ this argument. Aren’t you the one who teaches that we should interpret the Bible literally, not literalistically? According to your teaching, and correct me if I am wrong about what you teach here, a literal interpretation of scripture takes into account the meaning that the author intended to convey. Literalist interpretation takes the exact meaning of the words without consideration of popular cultural meaning or the meaning that the author intended to convey. 

An example you have used is, “it’s raining cats and dogs.” A literal interpretation, according to your teaching, is that it’s raining a whole lot. A literalistic interpretation, according to your teaching, is that you better run for cover because cats and dogs are falling from the sky. You copyrighted this teaching in 2000, so I’m assuming you still agree with your own teaching.
Now, let’s look at John 6 in light of your teaching. Jesus said, “This bread is my flesh.” What, according to your teaching, is the literal interpretation and what is the literalistic interpretation? The literal interpretation, according to you, takes into account the meaning that the author intended to convey. A literalistic interpretation, according to your teaching, takes the exact meaning of the words without consideration of popular cultural meaning or the meaning that the author intended to convey. 


The literal interpretation of, “This bread is my flesh,” according to your teaching, must involve some sort of literally device like a metaphor. A literalistic interpretation of, “This bread is my flesh,” according to your teaching, must be taken in a non-figurative sense. So by your own teachings your interpretation is literalistic, not literal. Check mate on this point John. 
I could close the book right there. But I will not. Your teaching on literal and literalistic interpreting may be valuable to some extent, but is incomplete and inaccurate. To quote you (after you quoted “The Princes Bride”), “I don’t think that word means what you think it means.” The word I am talking about is “literal”. “Literal”, by everyone’s definition but yours, includes denotations and excludes connotations. It excludes figurative language. Your definition of “literal” includes figurative language. This is a big problem with your literal/literalistic distinction. It is simply bad teaching. 


Besides, no one interprets the Bible completely literally (by the true definition of “literal”). No one does. You don’t. You have admitted that Jesus used metaphors. These are figurative, not literal. Jesus also used parables. He literally told the stories. But the stories are not actually historic events. You recognize that these are allegorical, not literal. 


A more complete way to think about interpreting the Bible is to say that we accept the historical accuracy of the Scriptures literally. If Isaiah wrote down a Revelation from God that is found in the Bible then we believe that Isaiah actually, literally received that revelation. Yet we understand that even though we hope in the LORD and he renews our strength, we will not literally sprout wings and fly (Isaiah 40:31). This is a figurative, not a literal, interpretation that I assume we both agree on. 


I say this to expose the fact that even though you claim to interpret the Bible literally you do not (nor would you want to in many cases). Your distinction between literal and literalistic interpretations is not correct. As a matter of fact, you seem to use the word “literalistic” when you should use the word “literal”. 


To use your example above, a literal interpretation of, “It’s raining cats and dogs,” (by the true definition of “literal”) would not take into account figurative language. You seem to say that it does. A literal interpretation of that statement would have us running for cover because canines and felines are falling from the sky. 


But you make a substitute in your teaching. You say that the literalistic interpretation is the one that has us running for cover. (By the way, where did you get that word? I can’t find it anywhere.) By changing the meaning of “literal” to include figurative language and by imposing the true meaning of “literal” onto “literalistic” you have not only created confusion, but also manipulated truth.


Let’s, for your sake, take a look at the problems you run into when you really interpret John 6 literally. 

First of all you have a grammatical problem. Read verse 55 very closely. Jesus’ flesh is real food. He literally said it (you are fond of pointing that out). But did he literally say to do it literally? Did he literally say to do it figuratively? Your problem is that Jesus used the present tense of esti, meaning “to be” when he said, “My flesh is real food . . .” With your strict method of interpreting this particular chapter Jesus’ flesh would have to be real food at the actual time he spoke this. But this was not the case. 


Another problem you have with that same statement is that you claim you are taking Jesus literally when he says “my flesh is real food.” But that is impossible. (You have already wasted your smoke screen concerning what is possible and what is impossible for God.) You know that God is a God is reason. Reason teaches us that “A” cannot be “A” and not “A” at the same time and in the same way. For instance a light bulb cannot be on and off at the same time and in the same way. But a light bulb can be on electrically and off stylistically (if it does not match the décor of the room). This is pure reason and even God works within this reality without limiting his power or sovereignty in the least.


So using reason, the bread cannot be both real food and the body of Christ at the same time and in the same way. It is unreasonable. It is illogical. It is not literally possible. 


While I am already here, let me dispel another of your rhetorical tricks. You have often asked, Did Jesus literally say…did He actually say…that we must “eat [His] flesh” and “drink [His] blood” in order to have eternal life?” You see what you did? I do. You use the word “literal” and try to say that if Jesus literally said it and you are literally interpreting the Bible, then you must be right. An unobservant reader may be confused into thinking that Jesus’ teaching and your teaching are one and the same. But they are not. First, you do not really interpret the passage literally. Second, Jesus never tells us to interpret what he says literally, even though you imply strongly that he does.


You have tried to use the response of the people in John 6 to strengthen your argument. You wrote, And, I take it from your previous response, that you know full well that His listeners on that day 2000 years ago did indeed take Him literally. 


And yes, they appeared to be confused. “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” they asked. Please note that their interpretation was literal (not transubstantianal). They had a problem with eating the literal flesh of Jesus. There is a word for that – cannibalism. Yet you link your interpretation of this passage to their response. This is curious. Your interpretation is not literal and their interpretation was. Still you claim to believe the same way that they did. Really, it just doesn’t make sense. 


Third, your interpretation of John 6 is not logical. I have accused you of manufacturing an unnecessary correlation. Yet you do not seem to understand that accusation, so I will explain. You have implied that if the sacrifice of Christ was real and not symbolic then the communion bread must be real flesh and not symbolic. I’m not sure why you think you get to make up that rule. Can you tell me where that rule came from?


Any third grader can read that Jesus connects the bread to his flesh. But if you try to take that too far (as you have), you will end up with a belief where either one (the body of Christ or the bread) could have been nailed to the cross – since they were one and the same by your interpretation. This is not logical.


I noticed you avoided Nicodemus in your last response. Nicodemus, bless his heart, just could not figure out what Jesus was talking about when, three chapters earlier, Jesus told him that he needed to be born again. Nicodemus did take him literally:


John 3:4 “How can a man be born when he is old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb to be born!”


How ridiculous it would be to agree with the reaction of Nicodemus here. I bet your mother would not be happy at all if you did. Yet you look to glean from the collective ignorance of Jesus’ initial audience in order to support your interpretation. 


A more logical interpretation is metaphorical and spiritual. What is baptism but an event where the physical signifies a spiritual reality? Does the water save us? No. Neither of us believes in salvation by works. (Note that you and I probably agree with each other on the subject of salvation more than either of us does with our Evangelical brothers.) It is logical to interpret Jesus’ teaching on being born again and Jesus’ teaching on the bread of life with consistent hermeneutical principles.


It should not bother us that Nicodemus misunderstood Jesus, just like it should not bother us that the crowd in John 6 did not understand. Note that Jesus did not clarify this teaching on baptism even though Nicodemus was confused and asked Jesus specifically what he was talking about. There were many teachings that even the apostles did not understand until Christ had more fully revealed himself (e.g., his death Matthew 16:23). 


I have pointed out in the past that Jesus did not say “this is my literal body,” or “this is my transubstantianal body.” And you were quick to respond: “At the Last Supper He didn’t say, “This is metaphorically My body,” or “This is symbolically My body,” or any such thing, He said, “This IS My body.”

Could you please give me one, just one example in the Bible where anyone used a metaphor and, in the metaphor, spoke the word “metaphor”? Do you know how ridiculous that sounds? Who says, “It’s metaphorically raining cats and dogs.”? I don’t ask this to insult you John, but do you understand how a metaphor works? In case you don’t, let me explain that a metaphor is a comparison that does not use the words “like” or “as” or even the word “metaphor”. Can you find me even one example in all the literature of the world where anyone uses a metaphor and includes the word “metaphor”? You won’t find it John.


The only logical interpretation of this passage, the only interpretation that works without adding words, the only interpretation that is consistent with the way Jesus often spoke is to take comparative language and figurative imagery into account. 


(On the lighter side, I note with some amusement the last thing Jesus says about the flesh in John 6. He says, “The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing.” Excuse the pun, but this is food for thought.)


So your interpretation is not supported by Scripture, it is not literal as you claim, and it is not logical. What is left? Why would you believe as you do? Francis Bacon put it this way, “People prefer to believe what they prefer to be true.” Since biblical, literal, and logical interpretations are out for you, there seems to be only one explanation left – ecclesiastical.


Your teaching comes from a doctrine that your church professes as truth. This is why you believe it. I scratched the surface of this reality and you responded: To call it an “invention” or an “addition” to Scripture is an argument that I thought was beneath you.


Well John, the truth is never beneath me. Is it beneath you? Are you above the truth? The fact is that if I am right, then your teaching is an innovation and an addition to Scripture. There is no other option. There is no shame if I agree with the Fundamentalists on a point, just like there is no shame if I agree with a Roman Catholic on a point (providing that the points are true).


You admit that the word “transubstantiation” is an innovation of the Roman Catholic church. And you flaunt it as if it were something to not be ashamed of. Even worse is the purpose of this doctrine. It was developed at a time when the Roman Catholic church was trying to define itself and assert its own authority (after the East/West division of 1054 A.D.) It serves the purposes of creating something exclusive for the Roman Catholic Church. It was manufactured in order to claim something unique for the western church. 


Let’s see now. If I were associated with a division of Christianity and wanted to claim some sort of uniqueness and authority for my church, what would I do? I would claim that the church I was associated with had something unique that you could not get anywhere else. I would claim that salvation rests on receiving this unique thing. This would keep my church members from questioning my authority and it would keep them from leaving my denomination for another. Yes, that is what I would do, and that is what your denomination has done.


You must admit that the timing is suspicious. You say the doctrine was developed several hundred years after Christ. Try one-thousand years – a millennium. That’s a long time to wait to clarify an important doctrine. But the Roman Catholic church, as an institution, had much to lose if they did not assert their uniqueness and authority. 


You can dismiss all of this biblical evidence and logical evidence and go back to that talking point of your about who is and who isn’t an “authentic interpreter of Scripture”. But then you will have proved my point that you, as a Roman Catholic, do not need the Bible and you do not need logic. All you need is your ecclesiastical theology. You will have proved that someone else has already done your thinking for you.


You ended your last message with this: Oh, one more thing, if you have any questions that you have asked me in previous emails, that you feel I haven’t answered, please do list them like I did the ones at the beginning of this response. I would be happy to answer any and all of them.
My response is “all of them.” I would like you to answer all of the questions that I asked you – probably much the way you would like me to answer all of the questions you asked me. Yet we must pick our present battles. And let me say for the record that if you do not quit on me I will attempt to answer every question you have for me.


I would like you to answer every question I have asked, but there is one in particular I would like you to make a priority (at the risk of chasing a second rabbit). Could you be wrong about the infallibility of Roman Catholic church doctrine? I hope you remember the question from my previous response. Since I assume you would say that you are fallible, and you are the free-thinking person who has decided for yourself the doctrine of Roman Catholic infallibility is true, perhaps you have made a mistake. 


Would you admit that? There are follow-up questions after this first one is answered. If it is possible that you are wrong about this doctrine, is it provable? How could it be proved? What would that do to your faith in Jesus Christ? What would that do to your relationship with the Roman Catholic church and your relationship with other Christians outside the Roman Catholic church? What would that do to your relationship with the Word of God? What would you believe if you were wrong about Roman Catholic infallibility? I’m glad you wrote that you will be happy to answer any and all of these questions. 

In Grace, Matt

From John

Well, I’m very happy that you’re happy that I’ve published the “bulk of our exchange” so far. Judging by the emails I’ve received from my readers, the majority of them were not so happy about that and are calling for me to end this particular exchange and move on. Let’s just say that your arguments have impressed them less than you probably would have hoped. And, I’m afraid after I publish your last reply, those sentiments will be magnified. However, I am willing to swim against the tide and give you one more chance. 


By the way, before I get into it, I have a question: Have you been sharing these exchanges with members of your congregation? Have you told them to go online to my website and read the newsletters or to order the materials if they want to know more about what Catholics believe and why? Have you told your in-laws about these exchanges so that they could read them? I kind of doubt that you have.


Anyway, back to the matter at hand. I have to tell you that I get quite a kick out of your method of argumentation. To quote you, “I hope you don’t mind if I focus on the Bible and limit this email to our ongoing discussion about John chapter six…For now, let’s chase one rabbit.” So, your tactic is to avoid answering all of my questions about infallibility and about the Bible and about your hang-up with being “excluded” by the Catholic Church by saying that you will get to those things at another time. Nice. 


Just one problem, even though you say you aren’t going to discuss those things, which is your excuse for not answering my questions on those topics, you then go ahead and discuss them anyway…although, without answering my questions. Very nice. Now, I know I’m from Alabama, so that means I’m a bit slower than you, and I know that I’m Catholic, which means I’m a bit slower than most of the other folks in Alabama, but did you really think I wouldn’t notice you doing that? We have a saying down here for what you’re trying to pull off: That dog don’t hunt! 


So, this is the deal I am going to offer to you: Throughout this email, I am going to be repeating the yes-no questions, and the questions that simply require a Bible verse for an answer, that I asked you in my last email…every single one of them (and maybe add one or two new ones). If you answer each yes-no question with a yes or no answer, and if you answer each Bible verse question with a Bible verse, then we will continue this conversation. If you do not, then I will take it as a sign that you are not actually interested in dialogue, and in learning what I believe in and why, but simply want a Catholic audience to hear and consider your point of view, even though you are unwilling to hear and consider the Catholic point of view. 


I have, as you yourself stated, been “gracious” enough to give you a forum where you could state your case, such as it is, to over 4000 Catholics. Of all the people I have featured in my newsletters, you have received more “air time” than anyone. So, you cannot accuse me of being unfair with you or of trying to keep your opinions from the eyes of Catholics. I can say with a great deal of confidence that I will never be accorded similar treatment by anyone on your side of the fence. And, regarding my ending our exchange because things are “not going [my] way,” please, save your psychology for your kids. 


Now, after you have answered all of the yes-no questions, with a yes or no answer; and after you have answered all of the Bible verse questions with a Bible verse answer, you may then expound on your answers if you wish to do so. And, you may also provide a list of all the questions you have asked me that you feel I have not answered, and I will be happy to answer them in my very next communication; although, you have this tendency to refuse to accept my answers when given and then claim I haven’t answered your question, as I will point out below. 

Now on to your email: 


Quote from you: 
Fortunately for us, God has seen fit for the Scriptures to be preserved to this day…” 

Who do you think God used to preserve the Scriptures? Was it not the Catholic Church? Martin Luther admitted to as much…will you? Do not the history books tell us of the monks in the monasteries copying bible after bible after bible by hand? Were these Christian Church/Churches of Christ monks, or Catholic monks? Were they Christian Church/Churches of Christ monasteries, or Catholic monasteries? Is not the word “scripture” itself from the Latin word scriptura (which means “written things”)? Which Church was it again that used Latin? Now, along these lines, the following questions need to be answered please:


1) Where in the Bible does it say that we should go by the Bible alone when it comes to all matters pertaining to faith and morals? Scripture verse?


2) Where in the Bible does it list the books which should be part of the Bible? Scripture verse?


3) Where in the Bible does it say that public revelation ended with the death of the last apostle? Scripture verse?


4) Do you believe the writer of the Gospel of Mark was inspired by the Holy Spirit? Yes or no?


5) If yes, where in the Bible does it say that the writer of the Gospel of Mark was inspired by the Holy Spirit? Scripture verse?


6) Do you believe the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews was inspired by the Holy Spirit? 


7) If yes, where in the Bible does it tell us that the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews was inspired by the Holy Spirit? Scripture verse?


8) Where in the Bible does it tell us who the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews was? Scripture verse?


Quote from you: 
“You brought up 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 in our last exchange, so I’m dealing with it first. Actually I’m astonished that you would bring it up as you did. I thought that your interpretation of this passage went out of style with the fundamentalist preachers of the mid twentieth-century. Pastors used to keep their congregations in check with the threat that anyone who participated at the Lord’s Table in an “unworthy manner” was in great, perhaps even mortal danger… 
Yes, we are to examine ourselves before we eat the bread and drink of the cup. We do not want to partake in an unworthy manner. Indeed we are in danger if we profane the body of Christ. But that begs a question – what does “unworthy manner” mean? Some people will say an “unworthy manner” means that we are in a state of unconfessed sin. Some people say that it means we must take this act seriously, not as a recent comedian did when he called it “snack time.” You seem to say that we must recognize the doctrine of transubstantion [sic] or else we partake in an unworthy manner.” 


Excuse me, but here is another instance of you completely ignoring what I said, and then putting your words into my mouth…as you do also with Scripture. If you would bother to read what I write, and give serious consideration to the questions I ask, it might help you to better understand what I’m saying, and I wouldn’t have to waste time repeating myself. You take my words and you twist them just as you do the words of the Bible so that you can fit them into your clichéd thinking about Catholics and the Catholic Church. (By the way, isn’t this thing about receiving “unworthily” one of those rabbits you weren’t going to chase?) So, since you completely missed the point of what I said, I will say it again. 


This was from the second point I made in my previous email, which was all about why you seem to have such an inferiority complex when it comes to Catholics “excluding” you from participation in the Eucharist, even though you don’t believe in the Eucharist as we believe in it. I was asking you to help me understand why someone is bothered by not being allowed to participate in something that they don’t even believe in! And not only don’t you believe in it, but you consider the Catholic view of the Eucharist to be “illogical” and “unbiblical.” Yet you feel “excluded” because you cannot participate in that in which you do not believe. That makes no sense to me, whatsoever. I wouldn’t be offended if the KKK excluded me from a cross burning…because I don’t believe in what they’re doing. I wouldn’t be offended if you excluded me from partaking in the Lord’s Supper…because I don’t believe in what you’re doing. Why do you take such offense at being excluded from this Catholic practice that you consider unbiblical? If you want illogical…


I also asked, that given the fact that our beliefs are what they are – and whether you agree with them or not is not the point here, please try to understand that – the point is, would you consider it an act of charity to keep someone from profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord (however we define it) or would you consider it an act of “exclusion”? The question was not one of what we consider to be “an unworthy manner,” the question is simply this:


9) Is keeping someone from profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord an act of charity? Yes or no?


10) By using musical instruments in your worship services, even though you know folks in the Churches of Christ believe that musical instruments should not be used in worship services, are you being “exclusive” in your worship service? Yes or no?


By the way, since you disagree with the Catholic practice of excluding those from the Eucharist who do not believe as we believe, and who do not live in accord with the teachings of Christ, you might be interested to know that this has been the practice in our Church from the beginning: 


“And this food is called among us Eucharistia [the Eucharist], of which no one is allowed to partake but the man who believes that the things which we teach are true , and who has been washed with the washing [Baptism] that is for the remission of sins, and unto regeneration, and who is so living as Christ has enjoined.” St. Justin Martyr, 1st Apology (#66), 150 A.D.


In 150 A.D., history tells us that the practice of the Church was the same as we practice it now in the Catholic Church. Tell me again how old your church is? Have you ever read the Early Church Fathers?


Now, regarding 1 Cor 11:17-34. 


Quote from you: 
“What does the Bible tell us? Do we get any clues?“ 


Whoa, wait a minute! Clues? The Bible is giving us clues? You mean there are some things in the Bible that aren’t so straightforward, eh? You don’t just take what it says, you have to pick up on the clues? Hmmm. And let me ask, are these clues subject to interpretation? 


Quote from you: 
“Well basic hermeneutics (there’s that word again) teaches us to pay attention to context.” 


Well, I hate to burst your bubble, but do you know what the word “hermeneutics” means? It means, “to interpret.” So, the very fact that you use “basic hermeneutics,” is an inherent admission that you interpret the Bible, is it not? In other words, you don’t just give someone the Bible and tell them that it is what you believe, you also give them your interpretation of the Bible, as you are doing now with me, so that they can get the correct interpretation, isn’t that right?


11) Do you interpret the Bible? Yes or no?


12) If the answer to #11 is yes, is your interpretation infallible? Yes or no?


13) If the answer to #12 is no, then will you admit that your interpretations of the Bible could be wrong in one or more places? Yes or no?


14) If the answer to #11 is yes, then does anyone have the authority to tell you, Matt Johnson, that your interpretations of the Bible are wrong? Yes or no? 


15) If the answer to #14 is yes, then who? Just one name please.


Quote from you: 
“Pastors used to keep their congregations in check with the threat that anyone who participated at the Lord’s Table in an “unworthy manner” was in great, perhaps even mortal danger…” 


Gee, I wonder why they did that? Could it be because the Bible states that those who were eating and drinking unworthily were becoming sick and dying?! And, even worse, that they would be guilty of profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord and eating and drinking judgment upon themselves?! 


16) Do you believe that participating at the Lord’s Table in an “unworthy manner” and “profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord” would cause grave peril to someone…either physically or spiritually? Yes or no?


17) If the answer to #16 is yes, then shouldn’t pastors continually warn their congregations about participating unworthily at the Lord’s Table? Yes or no?


18) Do you believe that profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord is a serious sin? Yes or no?


Quote from you: 
“In what context does the apostle Paul use the phrase “unworthy manner”? Verses 17-22 give us the context. There were divisions even within a congregation.” 


Wait a minute, there were “divisions” even within a congregation? I suppose, based on your earlier emails, that Paul thought it was okay to have these divisions, right? Just as you think it’s okay to disagree on doctrine and all still be receiving the Lord’s Supper in the same church, right? So, I’ll bet Paul didn’t do anything to discredit anyone’s faith, did he? Oops, wait a minute…what’s that he’s saying in verse 19? “…for there must be factions among you in order that those who are genuine among you may be recognized.” Do you think those who were not “genuine,” or as you’re translation reads, those who did not have “God’s approval,” were saved? 


19) Can those who do not have God’s approval be saved? Yes or no?


20) Did the Apostles teach different doctrines to different people? Yes or no?


21) Did the Apostles and other leaders of the early Church believe it was okay to have false doctrines within the Church? Yes or no?


22) Did the Apostles break fellowship with those who were teaching different doctrines than they were teaching? Yes or no?


23) Did Jesus and the Apostles demand conformity to the doctrines they taught? Yes or no?


24) Were the Apostles infallible in their teaching on faith and morals? Yes or no?


25) Can you be “one” with someone who believes in false doctrines? Yes or no?


26) In your church, can two walk together if they are not in agreement? Yes or no?


Quote from you: 
“Interestingly the following verses (23-26) give us the reason for this meal. Two words come directly from God – “remembrance” and “proclaim”. Yes, this is the focus of the meal at our assembly. We are to focus on Christ, not on self.” 


Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t the totality of our lives as Christians supposed to be focusing on Christ, not on self? 
The reason I ask is because this Lord’s Supper thing seems, at least from the Scriptures, to be something very special, something extraordinary. But, you’re basically saying that this meal…this very special meal in which we are to eat the flesh and drink the blood of the Son of Man so that we will have eternal life…this very special meal is nothing more than a common meal in which we do what we are called to do everyday as Christians…at every meal we eat as Christians…focus on Christ, not on self. In other words, it seems that there is nothing special, nothing extraordinary, about this meal, at least, not as you interpret it. Please tell me, what makes the Lord’s Supper meal different from any other meal where Christians are gathered? 


Can I get together with some friends, make a few peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and get some grape juice, and then, before I take a bite of the sandwich, I can hold it up and say, in regards to the bread, “Jesus said this is His body, do this in remembrance of Him.” Then, I can hold up the grape juice and say, “Jesus said this is His blood, do this in remembrance of Him.” And, I will have eternal life because of that?!


Quote from you: 
“So what do we learn from this? What exactly is the “unworthy manner” that we read of in verse 27? It is obvious. Paul corrected the wrong behavior and wrong beliefs of the Corinthian church. They treated the Lord’s Table like selfish people at a buffet. This is unworthy behavior for the Lord’s Table…But the passage is specific. “So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for each other.” 

I understand now: if you eat the Lord’s Supper while an unrepentant sinner…that’s not receiving unworthily. If you eat the Lord’s Supper as an unrepentant murderer or rapist or adulterer…that’s not receiving unworthily. If you eat the Lord’s Supper as a blasphemer and a heretic…that’s not receiving unworthily. But, if you don’t wait for everyone to get there before you start eating…that’s receiving unworthily. I’m so glad you cleared that up for me and for all those fundamentalist pastors who held “their congregations in check” by preaching about receiving unworthily in the context of sin and such…shame on them!


So, given your hermeneutic on this passage, what exactly does profaning the Body and Blood of the Lord mean? Not waiting for others before you start eating? And, given your hermeneutic on this passage, what does not discerning the Body and Blood of the Lord mean? Not waiting on others before you begin eating? And, by the way, given your hermeneutic on this passage, then what Jesus was saying in John 6:54-55, was that all we have to do is wait on other folks before we start eating the common meal and we will have eternal life? 


How about an alternative explanation that is based on these verses as well as a little bit of history? It seems these early Christians did indeed combine the celebration of the Eucharist with a common meal…often called an agape meal. The meal was intended to be a sign of sharing and unity, and an opportunity to provide for those with little or nothing. But, serious abuses popped up. Folks started breaking into groups, or factions, and each group would simply eat and drink whatever they had brought…not sharing equally with others. Which means the rich folks ate and drank – sometimes way too much – while the poor folks had little or nothing to eat. This lack of charity during the common meal was in stark contrast to what the celebration of the Eucharist was all about… unity and charity among Christians…and caused much division within the congregations. Which is why these agape meals, these common meals, were separated from the celebration of the Eucharist very early on in the Church.


Quote from you: 
“You insisted on Biblical evidence (interesting since you have offered no biblical proof of your interpretation)…” 


This is exactly what I was talking about above. I give you an answer…I give you evidence…but, because you disagree with my evidence, you then proclaim I gave you no evidence. When, actually, the Bible states, clearly and unequivocally, the very thing that Catholics believe…”This IS My body;” “This IS My blood;” “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 the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is My flesh;” “The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ?” “The bread which we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ?” Those words are exactly what I believe. I believe the very clear and unambiguous words of Scripture. You do not. In order for you to twist these passages into what you believe, you have to give them a metaphorical meaning which didn’t even exist at the time Jesus said these words. A metaphorical meaning which is contrary to the way the Jews used the metaphor of “eating one’s flesh.” 


Here is more of the quote from St. Justin Martyr: “For not as common bread and common drink do we receive these; but in like manner as Jesus Christ our Saviour, having been made flesh by the Word of God, had both flesh and blood for our salvation, so likewise have we been taught that the food which is blessed by the prayer of His word, and from which our blood and flesh by transmutation are nourished, is the flesh and blood of that Jesus who was made flesh.”

Did you read that? Not as “common” bread and “common” drink do we receive these [the consecrated bread and wine]. Yet, you teach the Lord’s Supper is a “common meal.” Hmm. Should I believe a famous Christian apologist of the 2nd century, or you? By the way, did you catch that word – ”transmutation?” Hmm. I wonder what that’s all about.

And, here we see that the Christians of the 2nd century believed that the bread and wine, after being blessed, were indeed the flesh and blood of “that Jesus who was made flesh.” I really think you need to read the Early Church Fathers.


27) Did Jesus give his real flesh or his symbolic flesh for the life of the world? Real or symbolic? 


28) Did Jesus say that the bread he would give us to eat, which, if we ate we would live for ever, was the flesh that He would give for the life of the world? Yes or no? 


29) Did Jesus say that we had to eat His flesh and drink His blood in order to have eternal life? Yes or no?


30) Did Jesus say that His flesh was food indeed and that His blood was drink indeed? Yes or no?


You mentioned 1 Cor 10:16-17. But, you didn’t go on to 1 Cor 10:18 where we get a “clue” as to the sacrificial nature of Lord’s Supper. Paul draws an analogy between us being one by eating the Lord’s body and drinking His blood in the context of “the practice of Israel,” wherein “those who eat the sacrifices” are all one with the altar. Those who eat the body and blood of the Lord are “partakers” (as the KJV states it) in the one bread; those who eat the sacrifices of the altar, are “partakers” in the altar (KJV). In other words, the body and blood of the Lord that we eat is analogous to the Jews eating the sacrifices of the altar. Hmmm. What sacrifice are we eating when we eat the Body and Blood of the Lord? For a Catholic, the answer to that is easy. At the common meal you were referring to, what constitutes the sacrifice? Was the bread you eat sacrificed? Was the grape juice you drink sacrificed?


Quote from you: 
“It seems reasonable that we should take the Bible at its word and not impose any additional concepts to the Scriptures.” 


I think that is indeed reasonable. So, let’s look at your hermeneutic in regards to John 6. 


Verse 51, as you interpret it, has Jesus saying the following: “If anyone eats of the common meal and waits for one another, he will live for ever; and the common meal which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh. The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, ‘How can this man give us a common meal to eat?’ [Oh, wait, they misunderstood, so we’ll leave their words the same.] ‘How can this man give us His flesh to eat?’ So Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the common meal and wait for one another, you have no life in you; he who eats the common meal and waits for one another has eternal life and I will raise him up on the last day. For the common meal is food indeed and the common meal is drink indeed. He who eats the common meal and waits on one another abides in me and I in him. As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so he who eats the common meal and waits on one another will live because of me. This is the common meal which came down from heaven, not such as the fathers ate and died; he who eats this common meal will live for ever.’” Skip to verse 62: “Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending where He was before? It is the spirit that gives life, the common meal is of no avail; the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.’


Now, what was that about not imposing any additional concepts on Scripture? How ridiculous your “hermeneutic” becomes when plugged back into Scripture. I’ll continue with more on John 6 below. By the way, did you notice that with your hermeneutic, verse 62 actually contradicts everything Jesus said in verses 51-58? I mean, Jesus says that whoever eats His flesh will have eternal life in those verses, but in verse 62, according to your interpretation, Jesus then says that His flesh is of no avail. Could you explain why your interpretation results in Jesus contradicting Himself like that?

Quote from you: 
“Perhaps you are absolutely right. No one just teaches the Bible. Everyone gives you their own fallible, non-authoritative interpretation. But if you are right then you must also admit that you have condemned yourself and the Roman Catholic church with the same statement.” 
“Could you be wrong about the infallibility of Roman Catholic church doctrine? I hope you remember the question from my previous response. Since I assume you would say that you are fallible, and you are the free-thinking person who has decided for yourself the doctrine of Roman Catholic infallibility is true, perhaps you have made a mistake. Would you admit that? There are follow-up questions after this first one is answered. If it is possible that you are wrong about this doctrine, is it provable? How could it be proved? What would that do to your faith in Jesus Christ? What would that do to your relationship with the Roman Catholic church and your relationship with other Christians outside the Roman Catholic church? What would that do to your relationship with the Word of God? What would you believe if you were wrong about Roman Catholic infallibility? I’m glad you wrote that you will be happy to answer any and all of these questions.”

First, is this an admission that your interpretation, which you are trying to get me to believe, is indeed fallible and non-authoritative? Second, I have neither condemned myself nor the Roman Catholic Church. I believe your point is, and correct me if I’m wrong, that since I am not infallible, I could be wrong about the teachings of the Catholic Church. 
Well, yes, if you adopt the philosophical perspective that we cannot be certain of anything…that I cannot trust the things that my eyes see and that my ears hear. I may not actually be typing these words…I may just be a figment of someone’s imagination…there may not be such a thing as planet Earth…there may be no solar system or no universe. So, yes, if you adopt that philosophical perspective, then, I could indeed be wrong about the teachings of the Catholic Church, or that the Catholic Church even exists! I could be wrong about anything and everything…although, it is possible that I’m not wrong about anything, because I may not even exist. And, if I don’t exist, I can’t be wrong. 


However, if we both agree that there are some things we can be sure of, then let’s start from there and move forward. I believe, and I think you will agree, that there is a God, and that Jesus Christ is the Son of God made man – truly man and truly God, and that He died for our sins on the cross. I also believe, and I think you will agree, that the Bible is the inerrant inspired Word of God. Do you believe all of these things? (By the way, if you said, “Yes, I believe all of these things,” then you now have a creed! Is that a sin in your church?) 


I believe all of these things because of the evidence…historical and philosophical…put before me. Now, believing that the Bible is the inerrant Word of God, I see that it teaches that Jesus Christ founded a church…one church. I also see that the gates of Hell will not prevail against this church. This church, as the Bible tells us, is the Body of Christ. Christ is intimately linked and identified with the church. In Acts, we see that Paul was persecuting the church, then later on we see that Jesus asked Paul, “Why are you persecuting Me?” Jesus identifies Himself with this church. It also tells us that this church is the bride of Christ and that the two have become one. It also tells us that, within the church, there are those who have been given the power of binding and loosing on earth, that which will be bound and loosed in Heaven. It also tells us that within the church there are those of whom Jesus says, “He who hears you, hears Me, and he who rejects you, rejects Me.” This church is also described as the pillar and bulwark of the truth. This church is shown to be the final arbiter in disputes between Christians. This church also has leaders who can say, “We are of God. Whoever knows God listens to us, and he who is not of God does not listen to us. By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error.” Also, we see that this church called a council to settle a doctrinal dispute and that the leaders of this council spoke on behalf of the Holy Spirit. This church has the Holy Spirit guiding it unto all truth. This church has Jesus with it unto the end of the age. Do you doubt any of this? It is all in Scripture!


So, if the leaders of this church can bind and loose on earth, that which will be bound and loosed in heaven, and since God cannot bind and loose error, then these leaders must not be able to commit an error in this binding and loosing process. If the gates of Hell will not prevail against this church, as Jesus promised, then this church must not be able to teach error…because Satan is the father of all lies, so if this church teaches error, then the gates of Hell have indeed prevailed against it. If this church has leaders who can say that we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error by seeing who does and does not listen to them, then they must not be able to teach error. And, if this church is the pillar and bulwark of the truth, then it must not be able to teach error. How could an error-filled church be described as the pillar and bulwark of the truth? And, if it is the final arbiter among Christians, then it must not be able to teach error. And, if this church has leaders who, when we hear them we are hearing Jesus, it must not be able to teach error, because Jesus cannot teach error.


So, the Bible shows us, over and over again, that there is a church out there, that was founded by Jesus Christ Himself, that cannot teach error. Unless, of course, you believe the Body of Christ, with Jesus as its Head, can teach error? 


31) Do you believe the Body of Christ, the church, with Jesus as its head, can teach error in the areas of faith and morals? Yes or no?


Now, which church. The Anglican Church…no, not around 2000 years ago. The Presbyterian Church? No…not around 2000 years ago. The Lutheran Church? No, not around 2000 years ago. Your church? Well, you claim that it’s been around for 2000 years. But, you also claim that your church fell into error and needed to be reformed beginning 200 years ago. You also believe your church can teach error. I say this because you have clearly stated that the Roman Catholic Church is a Christian denomination…it is part of the Christian Church…yet, you believe the Roman Catholic Church teaches error. You also, I assume, believe the Baptist Church teaches error. And the Presbyterian Church, and the Anglican Church, and the Lutheran Church, and so on. So, in your church, in your supposed Body of Christ, error is taught. In other words, he who hears the leaders of your church, doesn’t necessarily hear Jesus Christ (because Jesus Christ cannot teach error). And, you’re apparently okay with that. 


When there are doctrinal disputes, does your church call a council? Apparently not, since you seem to be okay with doctrinal differences in your church. So, your church can’t be the pillar and bulwark of the truth founded by Jesus Christ 2000 years ago, can it? By the way, my bishop can trace back, all the way to the beginning of the Church, his line of ordination…the bishop who ordained him, the bishop that ordained that bishop, the bishop that ordained that bishop, etc., back for 2000 years. Can you trace the line or your ordination back more than one or two generations? I don’t think so. Who ordained Alexander Campbell? So, how do you know your ordination is a valid one? How do you know that at some point in your line of ordination, someone didn’t just proclaim themselves to be ordained? In which case, what kind of authority would be passed on when he “ordained” someone else? None!


Now, having said all of that, I see only two possibilities, based on historical facts, for which church it is that the Bible speaks of…either the Orthodox Church or the Catholic Church. Now, I won’t get into all of the reasons for believing the Catholic Church is THE church as opposed to the Orthodox Church, because that doesn’t matter for this particular argument, but suffice it to say that I have my reasons, again, based on historical facts and philosophical argument, for believing the Catholic Church is the inerrant church founded by Jesus Christ. So, again, I don’t believe the Catholic Church is the true Church of Christ simply because she says so, I believe it because the historical facts and the biblical facts support it. So, to conclude, yes, I could be wrong about the infallibility of the Catholic Church, but only if I cannot trust my senses to know anything, or if I am wrong about the Bible being the inerrant Word of God, or if I am wrong about Jesus Christ founding an infallible church, or if I am wrong about Jesus being God, or if I am wrong about the existence of God. 


Quote from you: 
“Allow me to introduce you to a couple of hermeneutical words…One is exegesis…[the other is] eisegesis….Scholars (Roman Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Mainline, Fundamentalist, and Liberal) all disagree on what constitutes exegesis and eisegesis. But everyone agrees that of utmost importance is the AIM of the Scriptures. That is the Authors Intended Meaning.” 

Well, I appreciate the introduction. That’s mighty nice of ya. However, I think you may be spelling them wrong. Shouldn’t it be: Ex-a-Jesus (for a heretic) and I-see-Jesus (for a believer)? 


So, scholars disagree as to what exegesis and eisegesis are, eh? Obviously they have never talked to you, because you could give them the definitive answers, right? 


32) If all scholars disagree as to what constitutes exegesis and eisegesis, then do you know with 100% certainty what constitutes exegesis and eisegesis? Yes or no?


Regarding the Authors Intended Meaning, I suggest you read the Catechism of the Catholic Church. That is covered right nicely in Paragraphs 115-119.


Quote from you: 
”Perhaps you have been taught along your party lines that eating flesh is only referred to in the metaphoric sense in the Old Testament. You probably aren’t aware of this then, but eating flesh is spoken of in a literal sense in these passages…” 


Your point is actually in favor of my argument. Using Scripture to interpret Scripture, as you say you do, then the two possible meanings of Jesus’ words for the Jews of His time would be that Jesus is saying to metaphorically eat his flesh, which has a very negative connotation, or He is saying to literally eat His flesh, which has an even greater negative connotation. Which is exactly why the Jews reacted as they did and which is why His disciples reacted as they did…because they knew He wasn’t speaking metaphorically. 


Quote from you: 
”But what if you do make this metaphorical connection between the Old Testament and the New Testament? By the method of interpretation you have employed above, if something had a bad connotation in the Old Testament, it must have a bad connotation in the New Testament as well. If it was used one way in the Old Testament it must be used the same way in the New Testament as well. With your kind of thinking I wonder what you would say about calling someone the Queen of Heaven – Jeremiah 7:18. Actually, I know what you would say; I have read it on your website. You don’t have a problem with it. This reveals an inconsistent hermeneutic (method of interpretation) on your part.” 


I’m sorry, but once again, you exhibit little understanding of common logic and little understanding of what I have actually said. There is no inconsistency here. The Queen of Heaven in the Old Testament is a false goddess being worshiped by the Hebrews. If they are worshiping a false goddess called the Queen of Heaven in the New Testament, then that, too, would be a bad thing. I agree. No one I know of, however, currently worships a false goddess known as the Queen of Heaven. Now, in regards to Mary, you fail to take into account all that I say on my website about calling her the “Queen of Heaven.” First of all, we don’t worship her. Secondly, just as the idea of a false god implies that there is a true God, so the idea that there is a false Queen of Heaven, implies that there is a true Queen of Heaven. Please re-read the material on my website. By the way, there is a woman in Heaven, according to Revelation, who has a crown on her head. A woman, in Heaven, with a crown on her head…hmmm…could that be a queen? In Heaven?


Quote from you: 
”I find it interesting that you employ this argument [about Jesus’ words in John 6]. Aren’t you the one who teaches that we should interpret the Bible literally, not literalistically? According to your teaching, and correct me if I am wrong about what you teach here, a literal interpretation of scripture takes into account the meaning that the author intended to convey. Literalist interpretation takes the exact meaning of the words without consideration of popular cultural meaning or the meaning that the author intended to convey…Now, let’s look at John 6 in light of your teaching. 
Jesus said, “This bread is my flesh.” What, according to your teaching, is the literal interpretation and what is the literalistic interpretation? The literal interpretation, according to you, takes into account the meaning that the author intended to convey. A literalistic interpretation, according to your teaching, takes the exact meaning of the words without consideration of popular cultural meaning or the meaning that the author intended to convey. The literal interpretation of, “This bread is my flesh,” according to your teaching, must involve some sort of literally device like a metaphor. A literalistic interpretation of, “This bread is my flesh,” according to your teaching, must be taken in a non-figurative sense.” 


Once again, you prove yourself either unable or unwilling to comprehend what I have said. Where, oh where, do I ever say that the literal and literalist meanings have to be exact opposites? Where, oh where, do I ever say that the literal interpretation has to involve “some sort of literally [sic] device like a metaphor”? You take what I say and twist it because you simply cannot accept that what I’m saying might actually make sense. A Catholic making sense simply does not fit into your worldview, therefore you have to twist what I say to fit your worldview. You take what is plain for 99.9% of the folks who read it, and you twist into something that it is not, so that you can feel better about your position. 


I’ll challenge you right now, Matt…give me something that I have written, from anywhere, that states that a literal interpretation “must involve some sort of literal device like a metaphor.” If you can do that, I will never type out or speak another word of apologetics for the Catholic Faith. You can’t find anywhere where I said that. So, please apologize for your false claim. You can’t even find anywhere where I imply it. I gave an example, Matt, an example. Again, as I have asked you in a previous email, do you know what an example is? 


Quite often, the literalist approach will produce the exact same result as the literal approach. I never said it doesn’t. As it does here in John 6. John gives us exactly what Jesus said, and Jesus said exactly what He meant. In fact, in most of the Scriptures, the literalist and literal interpretations will produce similar results. Example: “He bowed His head and gave up His spirit.” Literalist interpretation? He bowed His head and gave up His spirit. Literal interpretation (the meaning the author intended to convey)? He bowed His head and gave up His spirit. There are places, however, throughout the Bible where that will not be the case. The first couple of chapters in Genesis and many of the chapters in Revelation come to mind. 


Quote from you: 
”So by your own teachings your interpretation is literalistic, not literal. Check mate on this point John. I could close the book right there. But I will not. Your teaching on literal and literalistic interpreting may be valuable to some extent, but is incomplete and inaccurate…The word I am talking about is “literal”. “Literal”, by everyone’s definition but yours, includes denotations and excludes connotations. It excludes figurative language. Your definition of “literal” includes figurative language. This is a big problem with your literal/literalistic distinction. It is simply bad teaching. Besides, no one interprets the Bible completely literally (by the true definition of “literal”). No one does…Your distinction between literal and literalistic interpretations is not correct…By changing the meaning of “literal” to include figurative language and by imposing the true meaning of “literal” onto “literalistic” you have not only created confusion, but also manipulated truth.” 


Manipulated truth? Oh, please. Somebody help!!! Good thing I don’t have any hair, or I’d be tearing it out. I defined my terms and used them in the exact manner I defined them and you say I’m manipulating truth. Is that what you say when you can’t understand something? The other guy must be manipulating the truth? This is another example of you either not being able to understand, or refusing to understand, what I say. See if you can understand this, Matt: The word “literal” in Catholic theological circles is clearly defined as, “That meaning which the author intended to convey.” It is known as the “literal” sense of Scripture. Whether the language is figurative or not, isn’t the point. The point is, what was the meaning of the language the author used? It is all about the author’s intentions regardless of what kind of language he uses. Again, check out paragraphs 115-119 in the Catechism. The word literalist, is used in Catholic theology as meaning an interpretative method (a hermeneutic) by which one reads the words on the page and goes no further…they are not necessarily interested in the meaning the author intended to convey. They don’t care about idioms of speech and historical background and so on. 


So, my distinction between literal and literalist interpretations is correct, because that’s how I define those words and that’s how I use them. If you don’t like it, well, such is life. As long as I define my terms, and use them in the manner I define them, I am allowed to do so in any normal discussion. The same word quite often means different things to different people and when used in different disciplines. However, you, for some reason, cannot seem to understand that. So, Catholics do indeed interpret the entire Bible literally, in other words, we read every passage with the intent of determining the meaning the author intended to convey. Sometimes the author conveys his meaning with a metaphor, sometimes he doesn’t. Sometimes he intends to convey historic facts through narrative, sometimes he doesn’t. Capiche?


By the way, do you notice how you contradict yourself? You state that my teaching on this “may be valuable to some extent,” and then you say that it creates confusion and manipulates the truth. I’m confused…


Quote from you: 
“First of all you have a grammatical problem. Read verse 55 very closely. Jesus’ flesh is real food…Your problem is that Jesus used the present tense of esti, meaning “to be” when he said, “My flesh is real food . . .” With your strict method of interpreting this particular chapter Jesus’ flesh would have to be real food at the actual time he spoke this. But this was not the case.” 


First, I notice you mention that Jesus used the present tense in verse 55, but you didn’t mention that He is talking about a future event in verse 27 when He says, “Do not labor for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to eternal life, which the Son of man will give you.” Implying a future event. Also, in verse 51 he talks about the bread which He shall give for the life of the world. Again, a future event. When was the Eucharist instituted? The Last Supper. So, your hermeneutic again causes a contradiction. Is Jesus saying that He will give us this bread now, or later? Your hermeneutic says both…in other words, you have Jesus contradicting Himself. 


Second, who says that Jesus’ flesh wasn’t real food at the time He spoke this? You do. Your use of the Principle of Contradiction (something either is, or it isn’t) is rather flawed here. Jesus’ flesh and blood was and is real food and real drink and it is real flesh and real blood, all at the same time. Are you saying it can’t be both flesh and real food at the same time because He didn’t turn into a giant loaf of bread and a giant cup of wine? And, if He had turned into a giant loaf of bread and a giant cup of wine, then it wouldn’t have been His flesh? Again, you simply cannot or will not understand Catholic teaching.


Let me ask you this: When someone is born again, they become a new creation, don’t they? The Bible tells us so. Yet, how can that be since they are the same person? Do they have a new body? No! Do they have a new soul? No! So, how is it they are a new creation? Are they a new creation metaphorically, or actually? Something happens to this person at a metaphysical level that we cannot really explain. They are indeed a new creation, yet, we still see something that looks exactly like the old creation. So, how can it be the new creation and yet still be the old creation at the same time? Under your logic, it can’t happen. However, your logic is limited by your theological tunnel vision. They can look and sound and feel like the old creation, even though they have changed…even though they are actually a new creation.


Now, this is not a perfect analogy, for what I’m about to say, but I hope it gives you some idea that things can change at a level which we cannot see and cannot understand. And, something can still look the same, yet, be different. Transubstantiation. It means that the substance of the bread and wine changes, not the accidents. The “accidents” are how it appears to the senses…the look, the smell, the taste, etc. So, the accidents do not change, but the substance does. No longer is it the substance of bread and wine, but it is now the substance of Jesus Christ. So, the bread and wine change, at some metaphysical level, but they still look the same.


33) Can God appear to you under any form He chooses? Yes or no?


You are a collection of chemicals…oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, iron, etc. What makes this collection of chemicals a human being? It is because God gives you the substance of a human being. Substance is defined as the essential part of a thing. Forgive me for not being able to give a very good explanation of substance, but I am not a philosopher. It is simply the essential part of what we are. We have human substance. Bread has bread substance. Transubstantiation is the process through which the substance of bread and wine are removed, and replaced with the substance of Jesus Christ. It still looks like bread and wine, but it’s substance is the substance of Christ. Can we understand this fully? Not with finite minds. But, just because we can’t understand it, does that mean it cannot be? If so, then the Trinity cannot be…we can’t fully understand that. No. Again, I ask you, can God not appear to you in any form that He chooses? Can He appear to you as simple bread and wine if He chooses to do so? I believe he can. 


Finally, I argue that I can say to you, right now, that my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. Why can’t Jesus’ flesh be considered real food and His blood real drink at the moment that He spoke those words? Is a cow, standing out in the pasture, not real food? Well, with your logic, it can’t be. It either has to be a cow, or it has to be food. Well, it is both. It’s flesh is real food, it simply hasn’t yet undergone the process by which we eat it. Same with Christ when He said those words. You are not using reason here, you are using flawed logic which results from your limited understanding of these concepts and your limited understanding of what God can and cannot do.


Quote from you: 
“Second, Jesus never tells us to interpret what he says literally, even though you imply strongly [imply] that he does.” 


So, unless Jesus says, “I’m speaking literally here,” then we must assume He is speaking figuratively? I’m assuming He is speaking literally, because there is nothing in the context of these passages which suggests otherwise. You yourself admit this by having to go to 1 Corinthians 11 to get a “clue” about what Jesus was saying. The folks who heard Him on that day did not take Him figuratively. His own disciples did not take Him figuratively…they walked away from Him. Did they misinterpret Him? Where else in Scripture do you see His disciples walking away because of a misinterpretation? 


Quote from you: 
“They had a problem with eating the literal flesh of Jesus. There is a word for that – cannibalism.” 
Absolutely they had a problem with that…they couldn’t understand how it could be. So, what did Jesus do. Did He make it easier for them? Did he explain it to His disciples, as He did so many other times when they misunderstood? No. In fact, the language He then used was even stronger. In verse 51 and 53, the word translated as “eat” is the Greek word phago…which means “to eat.” In verse 54, however, the word translated as “eat” is the Greek word trogo…which means to gnaw, crunch, chew. In other words, Jesus re-emphasized His point about eating His flesh and drinking His blood with even stronger language! By the way, are you not aware that many of the early Christians were condemned to death on the charge of cannibalism? Hmmm. Why do you think that was? Essentially, are you not asking the same question as the Jews in verse 52, “How can this man give us His flesh to eat?” Oh, ye of little faith.


Quote from you: 
“Third, your interpretation of John 6 is not logical. I have accused you of manufacturing an unnecessary correlation. Yet you do not seem to understand that accusation, so I will explain. You have implied that if the sacrifice of Christ was real and not symbolic then the communion bread must be real flesh and not symbolic. I’m not sure why you think you get to make up that rule. Can you tell me where that rule came from?” 


I didn’t make up any rule. I said nothing about the Eucharist. I simply asked you a question that came straight out of Scripture. 


34) Is the correlation I am drawing between the flesh that Jesus shall give for the life of the world and the bread that Jesus shall give us to eat, found in John 6:51? Yes or no?


Quote from you:
“Any third grader can read that Jesus connects the bread to his flesh. But if you try to take that too far (as you have), you will end up with a belief where either one (the body of Christ or the bread) could have been nailed to the cross – since they were one and the same by your interpretation. This is not logical.” 


Well, I’m glad to hear that you passed the third grade. The only way in which I’m taking this “too far” is that I’m taking it beyond your level of understanding. So, since you can’t understand it, it has to be illogical, right? The “bread” could not have been nailed to the cross, because the bread does not bleed, it does not have bones, it doesn’t wear clothes, it can’t be flogged. All of those things had to be in order for the prophecies to be fulfilled. The Eucharistic bread still has all the accidents of ordinary bread. This is what you cannot get past. 


And, I’m sorry that I cannot explain it better, but, again, this is something that cannot be fully explained or fully understood by a finite mind. It is indeed a “hard teaching.” Only by God’s grace can one have the faith to believe. Let me ask you this: Jesus apparently walked through walls after His Resurrection. When He did that, was it still the same flesh that was nailed to the cross? How is that so? Flesh can’t pass through solid walls, so it must have been His ghost, right? Flesh cannot get through walls and a locked door, can it? It is illogical to say that could happen, isn’t it? Well, many people argue that very thing. You have advanced past that point of unbelief, but you still put other human limitations on God. And, when other people ignore the human limitations you have put on God, you claim they are illogical.


Quote from you: 
“I noticed you avoided Nicodemus in your last response. Nicodemus, bless his heart, just could not figure out what Jesus was talking about when, three chapters earlier, Jesus told him that he needed to be born again. Nicodemus did take him literally…A more logical interpretation is metaphorical and spiritual. What is baptism but an event where the physical signifies a spiritual reality? 

Your analogy here actually supports my argument. In John 3, was Jesus speaking figuratively or metaphorically? No. You said it yourself that it is a spiritual “reality”…nothing symbolic or metaphoric or figurative here, is there? He was speaking about actually being born again, and He tells Nicodemus exactly how this is to be…by water and the Spirit…Baptism. Nicodemus does not understand how what Jesus is saying could be possible. Just so the crowds in John 6. Jesus is speaking about eating His flesh and drinking His blood, and the crowds, including His own disciples, simply do not understand how this could be. Was He speaking metaphorically in John 3? No. Was He speaking metaphorically in John 6? No. 


Quote from you: 
”Does the water save us? No.” 

Actually, according to the Bible, the water, along with the actions of the Holy Spirit, does indeed save us. 1 Peter 3:21, “Baptism [water and the Spirit], which corresponds to this, now saves you.”


Quote from you: 
”Could you please give me one, just one example in the Bible where anyone used a metaphor and, in the metaphor, spoke the word ‘metaphor’?” 
Well, can you give me just one example from Scripture where someone was speaking non-metaphorically and in the middle of their statement said, “This isn’t a metaphor?” Now, I cannot give you something where they spoke the word “metaphor” within the metaphor itself, but I can give you verses where Jesus does tell us He is speaking metaphorically. In John 10:6, it tells us that Jesus used a figure of speech. And, in John 16:25, after part of His long discourse at the Last Supper, where Jesus tells them that He is the vine and they are the branches, He tells them that He was speaking in “figures” to them up until that point. So, we do have instances in Scripture where Scripture tells us that figures of speech were being used. But not so in John 6. Hmmm.


Quote from you:
”The only logical interpretation of this passage, the only interpretation that works without adding words…” 

But, you’re the one adding words, not me. Jesus says we must eat His flesh and drink His blood in order to have eternal life. I take Him at His word. You, however, say, “Well, what that means is…” In other words, you add words to what Jesus says. Now, if you claim I am adding the word “transubstantiation,” I am not. Transubstantiation is merely a word used to describe what happens when Jesus says, “This IS My body,” and “This IS My blood.” Just so the phrase “hypostatic union.” Do you believe in the hypostatic union? You do if you believe that Jesus Christ is a divine person with two natures…human and divine. The term “hypostatic union” is merely a way of describing how it is that Jesus is the perfect union of two natures…how it is that Jesus is 100% man and 100% God. Are we, therefore, adding to Scripture by describing this union of human and divine with this term? No. Are we adding to Scripture by saying that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are three persons, yet only one God, with each person being consubstantially God? No. You yourself said that Scripture “supports the concept” of the Trinity, therefore, I assume, you do not believe it is “adding to Scripture” to use terms that are not found in Scripture to better describe what exactly the Trinity is (to the best of our limited abilities to do so). Yet, you claim that, when I use a word – transubstantiation – to simply describe something that is in Scripture, I am “adding words” to Scripture. Here again is a classic example of your hypocrisy. It’s okay when you do it in regards to something you believe, like the Trinity and the Incarnation, but it’s not okay when Catholics do it in regards to something we believe. 


Quote from you: 
“(On the lighter side, I note with some amusement the last thing Jesus says about the flesh in John 6. He says, “The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing.” Excuse the pun, but this is food for thought.)” 


This is where you have hung yourself and your entire “hermeneutic” regarding John 6 and 1 Corinthians. What you are implying in this statement, and what your interpretation of John 6 results in, as I showed above, is that Jesus, in verses 51-58, has made this big deal about how necessary it is to eat His flesh and drink His blood (however you interpret that), but then in verse 62, He says that His flesh counts for nothing. You have painted yourself into a corner. 


35) Do we need to eat the flesh and drink the blood of Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life? Yes or no? 


36) If the answer to #35 is yes, then can we say that His flesh does indeed profit us? Yes or no? 


37) If the answer to #36 is yes, then does verse 62 of John 6 mean that it counts as nothing to eat Jesus’ flesh and to drink His blood? Yes or no?


38) Does Jesus’ flesh “count for nothing?” Yes or no?


This is where the lack of depth in your system of theology really shows itself. The “flesh” being referred to here is the flesh of Adam that we have inherited from him. We are all born of the flesh, because we are all “in” Adam. We need to be born again of water and the Spirit (Baptism) in order to be “in” Christ, the second Adam. Because, in Adam, all die. In Christ, all are made alive (see Romans 5 and 1 Cor 15:21-22). So, when we are born of the flesh, it is of no avail. It is only when we are born again of the Spirit that it is of avail. The Spirit gives life, the flesh profits nothing. Not Jesus’ flesh, but our flesh.


Quote from you: 
”So your interpretation is not supported by Scripture, it is not literal as you claim, and it is not logical. What is left? Why would you believe as you do? Francis Bacon put it this way, “People prefer to believe what they prefer to be true.” Since biblical, literal, and logical interpretations are out for you, there seems to be only one explanation left – ecclesiastical. Your teaching comes from a doctrine that your church professes as truth.” 


Actually, I believe I have shown, for anyone with an open mind, that my arguments are indeed logical and that they are indeed supported directly, without having to look for “clues,” from the very plain words of Scripture and that my interpretation is indeed a literal one – it is what the author intended to convey. I will not say that I “proved” my arguments, because as someone once said, “For those with faith, no proof is necessary; for those without faith, no proof is sufficient.” If you had been listening to Jesus on that fateful day, you would have declared, as you have here declared, “This is a hard teaching, who can accept it.” And, you would have walked away from Christ, as you have walked away from Him in your current position.


Now then, regarding the reason for my belief being ecclesiastical, I think you have again stepped into a pile of poo. I was out of the Church for 13 years. When I came back into the Church, there were a number of Church doctrines that I did not accept…a number of Church doctrines that I didn’t even know…I was what we call a “Cafeteria Catholic” – picking and choosing what I wanted to believe and what I didn’t want to believe. However, it was through the reading of the Bible, and an investigation into history, that my beliefs changed…that caused me to come to accept Church teaching as the teaching of Jesus Christ Himself. So, that kind of messes up your theory, doesn’t it? You believe I accept Church teaching on everything simply because the Church tells me to do so. But, actually, it was my reading of the Bible that caused me to accept Church teaching. It was the Bible that caused me to stop resisting Church teaching. It was the Bible that caused me to be 100% Catholic. And, it is the Bible that leads so many non-Catholic Christians into the Catholic Church. Oh my, that just doesn’t fit your view of the world, does it? Sorry.


One more thing, all through these emails, you have basically stated that it is a bad thing to believe in what the church teaches. Why is it a bad thing to believe in what the church teaches? Now, you might object, “No, it is a bad thing to believe in what the Roman Catholic Church teaches!” But, according to you, the Roman Catholic Church is a denomination of the Christian Church. So, do you admit then, that the Christian Church, at least part of it, teaches error?


Quote from you: 
”If I were associated with a division of Christianity and wanted to claim some sort of uniqueness and authority for my church, what would I do? I would claim that the church I was associated with had something unique that you could not get anywhere else.” 


Is that not exactly what you indeed do? Do you not claim that your church is THE church founded by Jesus Christ? Is there more than one church founded by Jesus Christ? Nope…just one. So then, you claim something unique for your church that someone cannot get anywhere else, don’t you? It’s okay for you, but not for us, eh? Again, your hypocrisy is showing. 


Quote from you: 
“You say the doctrine [transubstantiation] was developed several hundred years after Christ. Try one-thousand years – a millennium. That’s a long time to wait to clarify an important doctrine.” 


Actually, I did not say the doctrine of transubstantiation was developed after several hundred years. You said that. I said the “term” transubstantiation was first used to describe what happens when bread and wine become Jesus’ body and blood, several hundred years after Christ. I really wish you would stop inserting your beliefs into my mouth. Do you also remember me saying that the terms Trinity and Incarnation (and, as I mentioned above, hypostatic union) were also coined hundreds of years after Christ? Does that mean the doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation were first developed when these terms were first coined? By your logic, the answer is yes. But, you don’t believe that do you? 


The belief in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as all three being God, was a universal early Christian belief. However, in the 4th century, a priest named Arius began teaching that Jesus was not, in fact, divine. So, the early Church called councils, first at Nicaea in 325 A.D., and then at Constantinople in 387 A.D. (or right around there), to hammer out the theology on the Trinity. Those councils are where we get the teaching that God is one God, but three Persons, each consubstantially God. Does that mean that the belief in the Trinity wasn’t important for the first 300 years of Christianity? By your logic it does. But you don’t believe that, do you? So your logic is in error. Just so, the belief in the bread and wine becoming the actual Body and Blood of the Lord was a universal belief in early Christianity. It wasn’t until several hundred years after the beginning of the Church that this belief received any serious challenge. That’s when the Church had to hammer out the theology regarding the Eucharist, just as it had done with the Trinity. If you cannot understand that, well, I think it’s more a case that you don’t want to understand that. 


Quote from you: 
“You can dismiss all of this biblical evidence and logical evidence and go back to that talking point of yours about who is and who isn’t an ‘authentic interpreter of Scripture.’” 
As I guaranteed my readers, you did not and will not answer that question, will you?


39) Are you an authentic interpreter of Scripture? Yes or no?


40) If #39 is yes, is your interpretation of Scripture infallible? Yes or no?


41) Am I an authentic interpreter of Scripture? Yes or no?


42) If you are not an authentic interpreter of Scripture, then who is?


One last thing, if the Catholic Church was proven to be wrong, on any of its doctrinal teachings, not just on infallibility, then I would either become a Jew or an atheist. There are no other alternatives. 
If the Church is not an institution we can turn to for infallible guidance in the areas of faith and morals, then we have no way of solving disputes as to what is and is not the truth in those areas. You might think, “Well, yes we do, we can simply open the Bible and read for ourselves.” Well, that was tried beginning around 1520. And, now, thousands of denominations later (each denomination going solely by the Bible), we have nothing but chaos in Protestant Christianity. 


Again, let me emphasize what I said in the beginning. I will continue with this conversation, only if you answer all 42 of the questions that I have numbered. The yes or no questions with a yes or no answer; the Scripture verse questions with a specific verse of Scripture, and the other questions with a simple one or two word answer. Even though there are 42 of them, it should take you only a couple of minutes to answer them all. If, after answering all of them, you then wish to add explanation, fine. But, first, you must answer the questions as posed. If you do not, then I will assume that you are not really interested in dialogue, but you just wish to have a forum to foist your own personal, man-made, non-authoritative, fallible interpretation of God’s Word onto others, and I will take that as a sign that you do not wish this conversation to continue. Furthermore, I will have to continue to say that I have yet to find someone willing to answer my questions. 
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