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What does being “saved” mean, and does God want everyone to be Catholic?
http://www.biblechristiansociety.com/apologetics/two_minute#12
By John Martignoni, Undated
How should I respond to someone who asks me if I've been saved, or born again?

Answer with a resounding, "Yes!" Tell them that it is through Baptism that you were saved, just as the Bible says in 1 Peter 3:20-21 and that it is through Baptism, water and the Spirit, that you are "born again," just as the Bible says in John 3:5.

You see, many Protestants believe that they are saved by making one single act of faith at one single point in time in their lives. Nowhere does Scripture say such a thing. As Catholics, however, we believe that salvation is a process which begins with our Baptism and continues throughout our lifetimes, just as the Bible teaches us.

There are so many places in Scripture, which talk about how one is "saved", but not one of them says we are saved by one act of faith at just one point in time. As I just mentioned, 1 Peter 3:20 says we are saved by baptism. In Hebrews 12:14 it says that we will not see the Lord unless we are holy, and that we have to strive for this holiness. In Matthew 6:14-15, it says we must forgive others or we will not be forgiven. Can you attain salvation if God hasn't forgiven you? No! So, our forgiving others is necessary for our salvation. 

1 Tim 2:15 says that woman will be saved through bearing children, if she continues in faith and love and holiness with modesty. John 6:54 says we will have eternal life by doing something...eating the flesh and drinking the blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. In Matthew 19, verses 16 and 17, Jesus is asked directly what one must do to have eternal life. Did He say, accept me into your heart once and that's it? No! Jesus said to keep the commandments and you will have life.

Yes, as Catholics we are born again. And, as Catholics we believe that we were saved, as Paul says in Rom 8:24; that we are being saved, as Paul says in 1 Cor 1:18; and that we will be saved, as Paul says in Rom 5:9-10, provided we persevere and keep our eyes on the prize. Salvation is a process, just as Catholics believe, and just as the Bible clearly teaches. 

I have a friend who says that Baptism is a symbolic act and that it has nothing to do with salvation...how can I answer them?

Simple. By showing them what the Bible says. First, nowhere does the Bible say that Baptism is merely a "symbolic" act...that passage simply does not exist.

Second, let's see what the Bible does say about Baptism:
Ezekiel 36:25-27, it says, "I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses...a new heart I will give you and a new spirit I will put within you...and I will put My spirit within you..." Here, in the Old Testament, we have a foreshadowing of New Testament baptism.

Now, let's see if the New Testament corresponds to what we just read in Ezekiel. Acts 2:38, "Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit." Note that there is no symbolic language here...this is real! The Book of Acts says, "Be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins." Ezekiel says, "I will sprinkle clean water upon you and you shall be clean from your uncleanness." The Book of Acts says, "...and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit." Ezekiel says: "...and I will put My Spirit within you." Do you begin to see how God, in the Old Covenant, was preparing us for what He gives us in the New Covenant?

Acts 22:16 - "And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized, and wash away your sins..." 1 Cor 12:13 - "For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body..." What body was that? The Body of Christ. 1 Peter 3:21: "Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you..."

Scripture simply does not support the non-Catholic notion that Baptism is symbolic. Scripture does very directly and very clearly support the Catholic teaching that Baptism saves us; that Baptism makes us members of the Body of Christ; that Baptism washes away sin; and that through Baptism we receive the Holy Spirit...just as the Catholic Church teaches!
Jesus said: “No one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit' (John 3:3-5). I have seen a good number of non-Christians living a righteous life. Will they not enter the Kingdom of God? 

The Church teaches, as God clearly states in John 3, that Baptism is necessary for salvation. The Church believes that God wants all men to be saved, and therefore gives all men the opportunity for salvation. 
The "ordinary" means of salvation is through the Sacraments (beginning with Baptism) given to us by God through His Church. But, the Church holds out the possibility that there is some "extraordinary" means of salvation known only unto God, by which those who are not physically baptized may still receive the grace of salvation through Christ Jesus.

As St. Paul says in Romans 2, when speaking about those who have not the law, "...their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus." 

The Church teaches that non-Christians who are invincibly ignorant of the truths about Jesus Christ and His Church, "may" be saved. In other words, it is possible for them to be saved, if they are indeed righteous, if they have never been told about Jesus, and had no way of finding out about Him and thereby believing in Him. If, however, they have been exposed to Christ, and know something of the claims of Christianity, yet have either rejected those claims or not investigated those claims (willful ignorance), then they may indeed have a difficult time come Judgment Day.

This is why it is so incumbent upon us, as Catholics, to do all in our power to bring Christ to the world, to bring Truth to the world. The best chance any person has to be with God in Heaven for all of eternity is to be a Catholic who is devout, regularly receives the Sacraments, and does all in their power to be holy. It is difficult enough to be holy with all the graces available to us as Catholics, how much more difficult for those who do not have Baptism, who do not regularly go to Confession, and who do not regularly receive the Body and Blood of Christ in the Eucharist! Therefore, we cannot simply sit back and say, "Well, these are good people, surely God will take them to Heaven even though they are not Christian." That is gambling with someone's soul based on a personal opinion, or on a "feeling."

By our Baptism we are all called to evangelize. If it's not something we are comfortable doing, then we need to pray to God to give us the strength and the wisdom to get out there and do it anyway. The lives of souls are at stake.

No one can say whether or not someone will end up in Hell, that is a judgment reserved for God alone. However, one can indeed say that getting to Heaven is not an easy thing and that we need all the graces possible in order to persevere in holiness to the end, and that the greatest graces available to us are found in and through the Sacraments. Therefore, one can conclude that those outside of the Sacraments have the odds stacked against them. 

I was talking with an Evangelical co-worker and he said the Bible teaches that once we are “saved,” we can never lose our salvation. Is that true?

Absolutely not. In fact, the Bible is full of passages that either directly or indirectly contradict this doctrine of “Once Saved, Always Saved.” For example:

Romans 11:17-23, “But if some of the branches were broken off [the Jews], and you, a wild olive shoot [the Gentiles], were grafted in their place to share the richness of the olive tree [Jesus Christ], do not boast over the branches...For if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will He spare you...Note then the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but God’s kindness to you, provided you continue in His kindness; otherwise you too will be cut off.” 

Paul is talking about how salvation has come to the Gentiles, while many of the Jews have rejected it. And he makes it very clear that once you have been grafted into Christ, you must “continue in His kindness,” or you can also be cut off. So, even after you’ve been saved, you can still be cut off from Jesus Christ.

This is further seen in Galatians, chapter 5. Verse 1, “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery [sin].” If once saved always saved is true, then one cannot “submit again” to a “yoke of slavery,” and Paul’s warning makes no sense. 

But Paul goes on in verse 4 to say, “You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you have fallen away from grace.” Paul is talking to Gentile Christians who had been wrongly taught by the Judaizers that they have to be circumcised and obey the Mosaic Law in order to be true Christians. Paul tells them that is false, and if they submit to circumcision and to the Old Law, they will be “severed from Christ.” If once saved always saved is true, though, they can’t be severed from Christ and, once again, Paul’s warning is meaningless.

We also have the Parable of the Prodigal Son, Luke chapter 15. The Prodigal Son was in his father’s house, and the father here is representative of God the Father. Then, the Prodigal Son leaves his father’s house and goes and lives a sinful life. In the end, though, he repents and returns to his father. After the Prodigal Son returns, the father says this of him in verse 24: “For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.” 

In Evangelical terminology, to be dead is to be unsaved, and to be alive is to be saved. Notice very carefully, though, that the father says the son is alive “again.” In other words, the son was alive, or saved, when he was in his father’s house at the beginning of the parable; was “dead,” or unsaved, when he left his father’s house and lived in sin; then was alive again, saved again, when he repented and returned to his father’s house. Alive, dead, alive again. Saved, unsaved, saved again. 

Once saved always saved? I don’t think so.
How do I answer my father-in-law (a Methodist) when he says he read the Catechism and it says that only those belonging to “The Church” will achieve salvation.

First, ask your father-in-law if he agrees with the statement that one must be a member of the Body of Christ in order to be saved. As a Methodist, he should say that he agrees. 
Then point out to him that the Bible tells us that “The Church” is the Body of Christ (e.g. Col 1:24). So, when we say that one must be a member of “The Church” in order to be saved, what we are really saying is that one must be a member of the Body of Christ in order to be saved. 

So, I think there should be agreement between the two of you on that once “The Church” is identified as the “Body of Christ.” The real question is: Is the Catholic definition of “The Church,” as being the Catholic Church, the correct definition of what the Church is? Or, is the Methodist definition of “The Church,” which is generally along the lines of: All those who have accepted Jesus into their hearts as their personal Lord and Savior regardless of what denomination they belong to, the correct definition? (For an in-depth treatment of this topic, go to: www.biblechristiansociety.com and order the free talk - CD or mp3 download - entitled, “One Church.”)

Regarding what the Catechism teaches about “no salvation outside of the Church,” we need to look at a few paragraphs: 

#846: "Hence they could not be saved who, knowing that the Catholic Church was founded as necessary by God through Christ, would refuse either to enter it or to remain in it.”

#847: “...Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel of Christ or His Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and, moved by grace, try in their actions to do His will as they know it through the dictates of their conscience - those too may achieve eternal salvation.

#848 says: “Although in ways known to Himself God can lead those who, through no fault of their own, are ignorant of the Gospel, to that faith without which it is impossible to please Him, the Church still has the obligation and also the sacred right to evangelize all men."

What do these paragraphs tell us? 1) If you knowingly reject the Church and its teachings as the “ordinary” means of salvation, you cannot be saved. 2) Ignorance of Christ and His Church does not automatically incur damnation, nor does it automatically result in salvation, either. In other words, someone who is not formally a Catholic “may” be saved, if they have lived an extraordinary life, through some “extraordinary” means by which God joins them to the Body of Christ, the Church. 

However, as #848 states, we (Catholics) have the “obligation” to evangelize all men. Why? Since Catholicism contains the fullness of revealed truth, it is logical to say that any person’s best chance of getting to Heaven - of obtaining that holiness without which no one will see the Lord (Hebrews 12:14) - is to be 100% Catholic and thereby have access to all the grace that God provides through the Sacraments, particularly through the Eucharist and Confession, as well as all the other treasures of the Church.
Many Protestants believe we are saved by Faith Alone and they say Catholic believe they can “work” their way into Heaven. How do you answer that?

First of all, I ask them to show me where in the Catechism, the official teaching of the Catholic Church, does it teach that we can “work” our way into Heaven? They can’t, because it doesn’t. The Catholic Church does not now, nor has it ever, taught a doctrine of salvation by works...that we can “work” our way into Heaven. 

Second, I ask them to show me where in the Bible does it teach that we are saved by “faith alone.” They can’t, because it doesn’t. The only place in all of Scripture where the phrase “Faith Alone” appears, is in James... James 2:24, where it says that we are not...not...justified (or saved) by faith alone. 

So, one of the two main pillars of Protestantism...the doctrine of salvation by faith alone...not only doesn’t appear in the Bible, but the Bible actually says the exact opposite - that we are not saved by faith alone 

Third, I ask them that if works have nothing to do with our salvation...then how come every passage in the N.T. that I know of that talks about judgment says we will be judged by our works, not by whether or not we have faith alone? We see this in Rom 2, Matthew 15 and 16, 1 Peter 1, Rev 20 and 22, 2 Cor 5, and many, many more verses. 

Fourth, I ask them that if we are saved by faith alone, why does 1 Cor 13:13 say that love is greater than faith? Shouldn’t it be the other way around? 

As Catholics we believe that we are saved by God’s grace alone. We can do nothing, apart from God’s grace, to receive the free gift of salvation. We also believe, however, that we have to respond to God’s grace. Protestants believe that, too. However, many Protestants believe that the only response necessary is an act of faith; whereas, Catholics believe a response of faith and works is necessary...or, as the Bible puts it in Galatians 5:6, “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor un-circumcision is of any avail, but faith working through love...faith working through love...just as the Church teaches. 

Catholics say that faith and works are necessary for salvation and that one has to be baptized in order to be saved; yet, the Good Thief did no works and was not baptized, and still Jesus told him he would be in paradise. Doesn’t this prove Catholic teaching is false?

No, it does not. Luke 23:42-43, “And he [the Good Thief] said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come in your kingly power.’ And He [Jesus] said to him, ‘Truly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.’”

Is the Good Thief saved? Obviously he is, based on Jesus’ words. Does this prove that works and Baptism have nothing to do with one’s salvation? Definitely not. Let’s consider first the “works” part of this. 

My question to anyone who says the Good Thief did no works is this: If he had not opened his mouth in defense of Jesus, would he have still been saved? Maybe, but we don’t know for sure. 
However, we can say with great confidence that he would not have received Jesus’ promise of Paradise if he had remained silent. So, the next question is: Was verbally defending Jesus while hanging on a cross, which prompted Jesus’ promise of Paradise, a work? 

Indeed it was, especially when you consider what the Good Thief was going through. Many people do not realize that when one is crucified, they usually die by asphyxiation. Fluid slowly collects in their lungs making it harder and harder to breathe, until it gets to the point where they literally suffocate. In order to breathe, one must lift themselves up from their hanging position and take a breath. Well, to do that, you have to push up on two feet that just happen to have this huge nail sticking through them. This is why they broke the thieves’ legs to make them die quicker. By breaking their legs, it prevented the thieves from lifting themselves up to get air.

In other words, the mere act of breathing is something that is extremely painful. So the Good Thief, in order to speak, had to first press up on his feet to get air, which caused excruciating pain, and then he used some of this very precious breath to speak in defense of Christ. I consider it an incredible work for someone with nails through his hands and feet - struggling to breathe because of the fluid building up in his lungs - to use some of his precious breath to defend Christ. In spite of all his misery and pain, he thought of someone else before himself. How can anyone claim the Good Thief did no works?

Finally, let’s address the Baptism issue. The most important thing to remember here is that the New Covenant had not yet been instituted - the Old Covenant was still in effect. The Old Covenant equivalent of Baptism was circumcision (Col 2:11-12). This thief being a Jew, he was undoubtedly circumcised. Therefore, the fact that he wasn't baptized, as far as we know, is not relevant in this situation. Was Moses baptized? Was David? Was Abraham? No, but they were all circumcised and they were all saved - under the Old Covenant. 

How do I respond to someone who believes that only the "chosen" ones are saved? This person is a Calvinist. I realize there is the whole free will issue but I am curious as to the best way to respond to this person? 

There are those among the Calvinists who believe that God has pre-destined people for Heaven, and that He has also pre-destined people for Hell. "Double predestination" is the term frequently used to describe this belief. They believe a person's fate is determined solely by God, and that the individual has absolutely no choice in the matter. 

In essence, this boils down to a question of whether or not we have free will. Are we free to accept God or to reject God, or has that already been determined for us? If you can show someone who holds to this belief that Scripture is pretty clear that we do indeed have free will, then you just might plant some seeds of truth with them. 

Luke 7:30, " ...but the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected the purpose of God for themselves, not having been baptized by [John the Baptist]." It was God's purpose that the Pharisees and lawyers be baptized by John - that they repent of their sins and turn to God. But they rejected God's purpose for them. How could they do that if they don’t have free will? If it was God's purpose that they repent and be baptized by John, then if the strict Calvinist belief is true, they would have repented and been baptized by John, but they didn’t and they weren’t. They clearly exercised free will in opposition to the will of God.

Luke 13:4-5, "Or those eighteen upon whom the tower of Siloam fell and killed them, do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others who dwelt in Jerusalem? I tell you, No; but unless you repent you will all likewise perish." 

Jesus very clearly is saying to His listeners that they have it within themselves to change their fate. They are headed for death and damnation, but He tells them they can choose to repent and avoid that fate. In other words, Jesus clearly believes that these people have free will. If they did not have free will, they could not change their fate. And, if God has already predetermined their fate, then why would Jesus tell them they can change their fate?

1 Tim 2:3-4, "This is good and it is acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, Who desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth." 

This pretty much seals the deal. God wants all men to be saved. It doesn't say God wants only the elect to be saved, but rather "all men." If God wants all men to be saved, then He certainly does not predestine any to Hell. Also, if God wants all men to be saved, and man does not have free will to oppose God's will, then all men are predestined for Heaven. Yet, no Calvinist would say that all men are among the elect. Which means, there is an inconsistency between this particular Calvinist belief and the Word of God. 

A co-worker of mine recently found out that I am Catholic and he came up and started a conversation with me that quickly turned (at his instigation) to religion. He basically said to me that he was concerned for the eternal salvation of my soul because I am Catholic and told me that I needed to accept Jesus into my heart in order to be saved. I got a little angry with him and let him know that I didn’t appreciate what he was saying and he need not bother talking to me about religion, or anything else for that matter, any more. After thinking about it, I realized I probably could have handled the situation a little better, but I am still a bit angry that he would assume I’m going to Hell just because I’m Catholic. I’m wondering where he gets off making an assumption like that, but I also would like to know how I could have handled it differently?

Ah, yes, the ol’, “All dogs go to Heaven and all Catholics go to Hell,” routine. To answer the first part of your question: “Where does he get off” assuming Catholics are not saved and are headed for eternal damnation, I’m going to say something that might shock you at first, but bear with me - I applaud him for doing what he did. I say that because, by him striking up that conversation with you he was actually showing you the love of Jesus Christ. 
That whole conversation grew out of his concern for the salvation of your soul. He took a big risk talking to you, especially at work, about such a topic; yet he did so because he wanted to bring you to Jesus Christ. Obviously, I disagree with his assumption that folks who are Catholic are necessarily going to Hell but, again, I admire him for his boldness and for the love of Christ that he was exhibiting for you. I cannot begin to tell you how much I admire that kind of attitude and how much I wish more Catholics had that kind of attitude…how much I wish that more Catholics would be concerned with the salvation of souls…all souls. 

So many times I have heard a Catholic say something like, “Well, my son married a Baptist girl and he started going to her church. I wish he was still going to the Catholic Church, but I have no problem with the fact that he’s going to a Baptist church.” They have “no problem” that their son (or daughter or brother or sister or mother or father) has left the Catholic Church and is now going to a Baptist (or Methodist or Presbyterian or Evangelical or…) church!? They have no problem that their family member has left the Eucharist – the Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity of Jesus Christ – in order to receive a piece of bread and some grape juice!? They have no problem that their family member no longer goes to Confession!? They have no problem that their family member has now rejected the Pope, Mary and the Saints, the priesthood, and many other gifts of God that reside in the Catholic Church!? That kind of attitude drives me absolutely bonkers! If you believe that Jesus Christ is truly present in the Eucharist, then how can you be “okay” with anyone leaving the Eucharist for something much less? Or, how can you be satisfied that a loved one, or a friend, or a co-worker, or anyone else - who is not nor has ever been Catholic - has never received the Eucharist in the first place? If you love them, if you care about them, do you not want to do all that you can to try and get them into the Church and to receive the Eucharist? We are often so concerned about offending someone, that we simply turn away from even making an attempt to share with them the truths of the Catholic Faith. Your co-worker was probably concerned about offending you as well, but he swallowed his fear, trusted in Christ, and struck up a conversation with you anyway. Now, you might say, “Well, but he offended me and so it backfired on him and I don’t want to have the same result.” Did it really backfire on him? Haven’t you been thinking about that conversation since you had it? Didn’t that conversation bother you enough that you had to ask someone about it? Isn’t that conversation making you think about your faith journey and where you are as a Catholic Christian? Even though you got angry, he was actually very successful in what he was trying to do. He planted a seed in your soul. A seed that the Holy Spirit is using to work on you and which may one day bear great fruit. We cannot hold back from evangelizing folks because we’re afraid of offending them. We have an obligation to share the truths of our faith with those around us and we cannot let fear of offending someone stop us. Jesus Christ was not afraid of speaking the truth. Jesus Christ was not afraid of offending anyone. As long as we speak the truth in love, with respect for the other person, we need not be afraid, because Jesus will use our efforts for the good of all involved, even if it doesn’t seem like we were initially successful. Our job is to throw the seeds out there, then pray for the Holy Spirit to do His job and bring those seeds to fruition. So, how could you have handled the situation differently? You could have thanked him for being concerned about the salvation of your soul and you could have told him that you have the same concern for his soul, and then asked him if he would be open to hearing about the Catholic Faith. And, in order to be better prepared next time, and there will be a next time, I would recommend (if I may do a little shameless self-promotion) a talk of mine entitled, “Apologetics for the Scripturally-Challenged,” that you can get for free – on CD or mp3 download – at my website: www.biblechristiansociety.com. It teaches you how to respond in just such a situation and turn the situation into an opportunity to evangelize. 

*

I am Catholic and have been so for 61 years. I attended Catholic school with instruction of course of catechism daily. I have been reading [your] Apologetics 101 each week. I am a bit confused. It is not clear to me in the Bible that God, Jesus ever say that you have to belong to the Catholic Church. Jesus our savior died on the cross for everyone. As I remember, I was taught in school by the Sisters of Mercy, that God is everywhere and you can talk to Him anywhere, you can see Him in everything you do. You should try to live your life as He would, try your best to treat everyone as He did, in other words live as He did. We all fall short but continue to try daily. There are good people everywhere in this world. I believe that when I die and go to heaven, there will be people from all walks of earth, not just Catholics. In the beginning of your weekly articles I thought that was what you were conveying. God is for everyone right? As long as you believe in God, and that Jesus died for us. I am Catholic, it is a part of me. I have always sort of taken pride in the fact that I was taught that Our church was not exclusive but Catholic meaning everyone or All. What exactly are you saying that if you do not try to convert others to the Catholic faith or whatever church you attend, you are lacking in your belief? (Part 1)
I love questions like this! This person basically disagrees with what I have written in my last few columns on the question of whether or not “God wants everyone to be Catholic.” 

However, she is giving me the opportunity to clarify for her what I have said as she obviously recognizes that she may have misunderstood what I had written. In other words, she is engaging in dialogue in a very adult and Christian manner. She could have just as easily simply said nasty things about me to others behind my back, written the Bishop to say that I need to be fired for what I write in my column, or sent me anonymous hate mail - all of which has happened. But she had the Christian decency and courtesy, and the courage, to simply write me and talk to me directly about it. Whether we end up seeing eye-to-eye or not, this person, in a very simple manner, has shown the love of Christ for me, and I respect that. 
Now, to her questions, which will undoubtedly take a couple of weeks to answer fully. First of all, let me state, dear Questioner, that even though I am indeed arguing that God wants everyone to be Catholic, that does not necessarily mean that I am arguing that every non-Catholic goes to Hell, or any such thing. I would also argue that God wants everyone not to sin. Does that necessarily follow, then, that I am arguing that everyone who sins goes to Hell? No, not at all. If that were the case, then St. Peter could go ahead and shut the gates to Heaven right now because, since Mary’s Assumption, there are none but sinners seeking entrance to Heaven. So, even though I am arguing that God wants everyone to be Catholic, it does not necessarily follow that I am arguing that only card-carrying members of the Catholic Church go to Heaven. It is not my place to say who goes to Hell or, for that matter, who goes to Heaven. As St. Paul says, “It is the Lord Who judges...” (1 Cor 4:4). What exactly, then, do I mean when I say that God wants all men to be Catholic and that we, as Catholics, should believe that? All I am saying with that argument, is that God wants all men to know and believe the truth. Dear Questioner, would you disagree with that? Do you know of someone that God does not want to have the truth? And I have good grounds for making that claim, as Jesus Himself said, “...and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” It is truth that sets us free - free from our bondage to sin. Is there someone that Jesus does not want set free from sin? And, to know the truth is to know Jesus, as Jesus is truth itself: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life,” (John 14:6). Is there someone who Jesus does not want to know Him? Jesus also tells us, “For this I was born and for this I came into the world, to bear witness to the truth,” (John 18:37). So, Jesus Christ has made it very clear that truth is very important for salvation. This is why Scripture tells us, in 1 Timothy 2:4, that “[God] desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.” So, I hope you will agree with me that God wants all men to know the truth. Okay, I think we can agree that God wants all men to know the truth, but what does that have to do with God wanting everyone to be Catholic? Well, the simple answer is, because we believe the Catholic Church has the fullness of the truth as given to us by Jesus Christ (CCC #819). Do you believe what the Catholic Church teaches about itself or not? If you do, and you also believe that God wants everyone to know the truth, then the logical conclusion is that God wants everyone to be Catholic. It’s just that simple. Furthermore, I would ask these very simple questions: Do you believe that Jesus is truly present in the Eucharist - body, blood, soul, and divinity? If you do, then who is it you believe God does not want to receive Him in the Eucharist? But, if you don’t believe Jesus is truly present in the Eucharist, as the Church teaches, then why are you Catholic? Why would you be a member of a Church that teaches what you believe to be a lie?
“It is not clear to me in the Bible that God, Jesus ever say that you have to belong to the Catholic Church.” (Part 2)

The Catholic Church teaches that it is THE Church founded by Jesus Christ, and that it contains the fullness of the truth as given to us by Jesus Christ through the Apostles. So, no, the Bible never specifically states that one has to belong to the “Catholic Church,” but if God wants everyone to know the truth, and if the fullness of the truth is in the Church founded by Jesus Christ, and if the Catholic Church is what it says it is - THE Church founded by Jesus Christ which contains the fullness of the truth - then it is a very simple and logical thing to conclude that God wants everyone to be Catholic. Yet, I have had a number of Catholics tell me that they “feel” I’m wrong on this, or that it’s not “ecumenical” to say things like this, but not one of them has given me a reasoned argument for why my conclusion in this matter is wrong. Folks, truth is not based on our feelings – no matter how much we might wish it were so. If anyone believes I am wrong on all of this, then, “Come, let us reason together,” but please leave your feelings out of it. If someone wanted to send me an argument, based on reason and logic, as to where my premises are wrong or where my conclusion is wrong, that’s a dialogue I would be more than happy to entertain and to publish. Reasoned dialogue helps all sides grow in understanding. The only way that I can see that I am wrong on this, though, is if one of the following is true, either: 1) God does not want everyone to know the truth; or, 2) The Church founded by Jesus Christ does not contain the fullness of the truth; or, 3) The Catholic Church is wrong and it is not THE Church founded by Jesus Christ and it does not contain the fullness of the truth. I don’t see how anyone who knows anything of Scripture could claim either #1 or #2 above (although I’m sure someone might try). I can see how someone who is not Catholic could claim #3 is true, but I don’t understand at all how anyone who is Catholic could claim that #3 is true. Because, if you call yourself Catholic, yet you believe the Catholic Church is not THE Church founded by Jesus Christ and that it does not have the fullness of the truth as it claims, then you are a member of a Church that is, essentially, a fraud, and that is, basically, lying to you, and I cannot understand why someone would stay in a Church that they believe is lying to them. You wouldn’t send your children to a school where you believed the teachers were lying to them. You wouldn’t work for someone you believed was lying to you. You wouldn’t have as friends people you believed were lying to you. You wouldn’t marry someone you believed was lying to you. So, why would you stay in a church that you believed was lying to you? I don’t get that at all. That’s why I am continually befuddled by these folks I occasionally see on TV who claim to be Catholic yet believe the Catholic Church is wrong when it says it is the one true church, or that women cannot be priests, or when it opposes same-sex relationships, or in its teachings on contraception, or on any number of other of its doctrines and moral teachings – I always yell at the TV, “Then why are you Catholic?!” 

Now, mind you, I’m not talking about people here who maybe don’t have a proper understanding of what and why the Church teaches what it does on these particular topics, and therefore their questions or their doubts are based on a lack of understanding or confusion; no, I’m talking about folks who know what the Church teaches on these issues and just flat out reject it. I keep asking myself, “Why would someone want to be a member of a church that they believe is wrong in its teachings?” But, I’m just a simple man and I don’t have a Master’s degree in Theology or any such thing, so I could be speaking outside of my competency on these matters, which is why I welcome any reasoned arguments to the contrary. 
And, all of this is why I claim that the way you answer the question: “Does God want everyone to be Catholic?” is of utmost importance. If you answer, “Yes,” then it helps to motivate you to evangelize those within your circle of influence. Not by beating them over the head with the Bible, or with the Catechism, or with what the Pope or Vatican II said or anything like that. But by simply waiting, and being prepared, for opportunities to speak to them about the faith, opportunities to demonstrate the love of Christ to them, opportunities to plant seeds of truth with them. But, if you answer, “No,” to the question, then it causes you to stop and ponder the question: “If I don’t believe the Catholic Church has the fullness of truth, then why am I Catholic?” 

“There are good people everywhere in this world. I believe that when I die and go to heaven, there will be people from all walks of earth, not just Catholics… God is for everyone right? As long as you believe in God, and that Jesus died for us.” (Part 3)

Who goes to Heaven? As long as you are “good people” and “believe in God and that Jesus died for us,” then it doesn’t really matter if you are Catholic or not when it comes to the question of salvation, does it? I think this is a very dangerous attitude to have. Not dangerous physically, but dangerous spiritually for those souls that are not Catholic, and even for the souls of Catholics. This attitude is essentially a minimalist attitude. As long as someone believes in God and that Jesus died for us – in other words, as long as they believe in the minimum requirements - then they’re “in,” right? You don’t need the healing balm of the Sacrament of Reconciliation. “Therefore confess your sins to one another…that you may be healed,” (James 5:16). You don’t need the life-giving graces received through the Eucharist. “Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in you,” (John 6:53). You don’t need Baptism. “Amen, amen, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the Kingdom of God,” (John 3:5). Furthermore, you don’t need to listen to the teachings of those the Lord has appointed to govern His church. “He who hears you hears Me, and he who rejects you rejects Me,” (Luke 10:16). Nor do you need the fullness of truth. “You will know the truth, and the truth shall make you free,” (John 8:32). Just believe in God and that Jesus died for us, and you’re good to go. This minimalist attitude is dangerous to souls, because just as it is not up to us to judge someone as being bound for Hell, neither is it up to us to judge someone as being bound for Heaven. As Paul tells us in 1 Cor 4:5, “Do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, Who will…disclose the purposes of the heart.” Paul didn’t even judge himself as being “acquitted,” (1 Cor 4:4). I think we too often give ourselves an excuse for not evangelizing our fellow Christians, for not stepping out of our comfort zones, for not taking the chance that someone might get mad at us if we talk to them about the richness and the wonders of the Catholic Faith, by taking the attitude, “Oh, they’re good people, and they believe in God and that Jesus died for our sins, so they’ll be in Heaven just like me.” The fact of the matter is, folks, that even as Catholics, with the fullness of the truth, with the Eucharist, with Confession, with the priesthood, with the other Sacraments, with Mary and the Saints as our prayer partners, with all the treasures we have in our faith, it is still not easy to get to Heaven. It is something we have to work at. “Strive for peace with all men, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord,” (Hebrews 12:14). We have to strive for holiness. And if this holiness is difficult to achieve with all we have in our Church, how much more difficult for those who do not have the Eucharist? For those who do not have recourse to the Sacrament of Reconciliation? For those who do not actively participate in the Communion of Saints? Do we really want to take the chance with their souls based on our assessment of them being “good people.” Is that really showing them the love of Christ? Can someone who is not Catholic get to Heaven? The Church says it is possible, but how much more of a chance would these “good people” have at getting to Heaven if they had all the treasures of the Catholic Church to help them become “holy people?” The whole point of these articles the last few weeks has been to get people to think. To think about what we are denying our Baptist, Evangelical, Methodist, Episcopal, Presbyterian, non-denominational, etc. brothers and sisters in Christ, by not being willing to take a risk and share with them what our Faith has to offer. Folks, the numbers show that, in Alabama, the percentage of Catholics among the population has been around 3% - 4% Catholics for about the last 80 or 90 years or so. For a Church whose Mission Number One is evangelization, for a Church whose members are called, by virtue of their Baptism, to evangelize, that shows that we are not doing our job. We are failing our neighbors. Do we really believe that Jesus Christ is present – Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity – in the Eucharist? If we do, then what are we doing to bring others to meet Him there? If we don’t, then what are we doing there in the first place? 

I’ve been reading your column for several months now, and I get the sense from what you write that you are of the opinion that God wants everyone to be Catholic. Is that a fair assessment of your belief?

Indeed it is! I don’t know how someone who is Catholic could believe otherwise. Let’s look at the evidence. First of all, Scripture tells us that God “desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth,” (1 Tim 2:4). So, God wants all men to know the truth. Secondly, we see that Jesus Christ is the “way, the truth, and the life,” (John 14:6). So, God wants all men to know Jesus Christ, because Jesus Christ is the Truth and God wants all men to know the truth. Thirdly, the church “is His body, the fullness of Him [Jesus Christ] Who fills all in all,” (Ephesians 1:23). 

So, God wants all men to be members of the church because the church is the fullness of Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ is the Truth, and God wants all men to come to the knowledge of the truth. Finally, since the Catholic Church is the one true Church founded by Jesus Christ, then God wants all men to be Catholic. Now, you will get argument from many quarters as to whether or not the Catholic Church is the one true Church of Christ, but for those who call themselves “Catholic,” there should be no argument on whether or not God wants everyone to be Catholic. And I say that for two reasons: 
1) If God wants everyone to be Catholic, as the logic employed above tells us He does, then all Catholics, who pray “Thy will be done on Earth as it is in Heaven,” should want everyone to be Catholic as well, and, 2) It’s a matter of charity. Do we truly love our fellow man, or not? If we do, then would we not want everyone to have what we have? Would we not want everyone to receive Jesus in the Eucharist as we receive Him in the Eucharist? If it is a matter of charity to feed the physically hungry so that their stomachs are full, how much more a matter of charity it is to feed the spiritually hungry so that their souls are full! And everyone who is not receiving Jesus Christ - Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity - in the Eucharist is indeed spiritually hungry whether they realize it or not. So, since God wants everyone to be Catholic, and since it is a matter of charity that we share what we have with others, then it behooves us, as Catholics, to do all in our power to bring everyone we can into the Catholic Church. In Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium), paragraph 17, it states: “For the Church is driven by the Holy Spirit to do her part for the full realization of the plan of God, who has constituted Christ as the source of salvation for the whole world.” The Church as a whole “is driven by” the Holy Spirit for the salvation of the whole world. We then, as individual members of the Church, need to a driven by the Holy Spirit in our desire for the salvation of all. Through our baptism, each and every one of us is called to the task of evangelization. Let us begin this new year, then, by resolving to take the task of the salvation of souls a bit more seriously than we may have done in the past. Let us resolve to be a driven people.
Does God want everyone to be Catholic? 

This is actually the title of a brief talk I gave at the recent Strong Men Strong Faith Conference, and I also gave an expanded version of it at St. Peter the Apostle parish a couple of weeks ago. It is my belief that this is one of the most important questions that we can ask ourselves as Catholics, and that how we answer this question determines how inclined, and how effective we are, in evangelization. So, over the next couple of weeks I’m going to be discussing that question in this column. Does God want everyone to be Catholic? I am willing to bet, for many of you reading this, that question has never ever entered your mind. But it needs to, because it is such an important question. The answer to that question will determine some very important things. And, I know there are folks reading this who are not Catholic, and I don’t want to exclude anyone, so if you are not Catholic, I want you to think about that question in terms of your faith tradition. Does God want everyone to be Baptist, or Evangelical, or Methodist, or Episcopalian, or whatever your particular faith tradition is? So, even though I will be focusing this column on the Catholic Faith, because the majority of folks reading it are Catholic, I invite you to focus that question on your particular faith tradition. Now, why is this such an important question? Well, we can see why by examining the possible answers and seeing what ramifications each one of those answers holds. There are only two possible answers: “Yes,” God wants everyone to be Catholic; or, “No,” God does not want everyone to be Catholic. First, let’s look at what it means to answer that question in the positive, that, “Yes,” God wants everyone to be Catholic. I believe, personally, the answer to that question is indeed, “Yes.” I believe that God does indeed want everyone to be Catholic. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be doing what I do in regards to evangelization. Also, if you think about it, it only makes sense that many of the martyrs who died trying to bring the Faith to the various parts of the world, believed likewise. From an evangelization standpoint, I believe it is imperative that every Catholic should believe this way. And, again, not to leave anyone out, I think it is imperative that every Baptist, Methodist, Episcopalian, Evangelical, etc. should believe that God wants everyone to be a member of their faith tradition. Why?! Why do I say that? I say that, because truth matters. If you believe you have the truth, then wouldn’t God want everyone else to have that same truth? The Bible tells us that Jesus established a church. And what does the Bible tell us about the Church founded by Jesus Christ? In 1 Tim 3:15, the Bible tells us that this Church is the pillar and ground of the truth. In other words, it is the upholder and foundation of the truth. The Bible also tells us, in Ephesians 1:23, that this Church founded by Jesus Christ is the Body of Christ and is the “fullness of Him Who fills all in all.” The Church is the fullness of Jesus Christ - the Bible is very clear on that. And Jesus Christ says in John 14:6 that He is the truth. So, if the Church is the fullness of Jesus Christ, as the Bible says, and Jesus Christ is the truth, as the Bible says, then the Church founded by Jesus Christ contains the fullness of the truth that has been given to us by Jesus Christ. Furthermore, the Bible tells us, in John 16:13, that Jesus Christ sent the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Truth, to guide His Church into all truth. So, this Church that the Bible tells us was founded by Jesus Christ; this Church that the Bible tells us is the pillar and ground - the upholder and foundation - of the truth; this Church that the Bible tells us is the fullness of Jesus Christ - the fullness of the truth; this Church that the Bible tells us is guided into all truth by the Holy Spirit - the Spirit of Truth; this Church must teach us what?! Error?! No! This Church must teach us truth...it cannot teach us error. The Church founded by Jesus Christ must teach the truth...the fullness of the truth. It cannot teach error! So, does God want everyone to be Catholic, or Baptist, or Lutheran, or Evangelical, or whatever your particular faith tradition is? As I have just shown, from the Bible, the Church founded by Jesus Christ contains the fullness of the truth that He has made known to us about Himself and it does not teach error. Does it not make sense, then, that if a church doesn’t, at the very least, claim these things for itself, that it cannot be the Church founded by Jesus Christ; the Church which contains the fullness of the truth as given to us by Jesus Christ; the church that does not teach error? Given that, we need to ask: What does my church claim about itself? And for me, as a Catholic, I need to specifically ask: What does the Catholic Church claim about itself? 

Well, it turns out that she in fact claims to contain the fullness of the truth given to us by Jesus Christ and claims that she does not, in fact cannot, teach error in the realm of faith and morals. So, the Bible tells us that the Church founded by Jesus Christ contains the fullness of the truth, and that it does not teach error, and here is the Catholic Church claiming to contain the fullness of the truth, claiming that it does not teach error, and also claiming to have been founded directly by Jesus Christ. 

I showed that, according to Scripture, the church must teach us truth without error because: a) it was founded by Jesus Christ (Matt 16:16-19); b) it is the pillar and ground - the upholder and foundation - of the truth (1 Tim 3:15); c) it is the fullness of the truth (Ephesians 1:23; John 14:6); and d) it is guided into all truth by the Holy Spirit - the Spirit of truth (John 16:13). Based on that, I talked about how one clue as to whether or not a church is founded by Jesus, is if it at least claims: a) to be founded directly by Jesus Christ; b) to contain the fullness of the truth that Jesus Christ revealed to us through His Apostles; and c) to teach without error in the areas of faith and morals. The Catholic Church at least claims all of these things for itself. If whatever church you are in doesn’t at least claim these things for itself, then you have some thinking and praying to do, because of the implications of that. And, as a Catholic, I believe what my Church teaches. If I didn’t believe what my Church teaches, I wouldn’t be Catholic. I would have to be one big hypocrite to go around saying I was Catholic, professing every Sunday that I believe in “one, holy, CATHOLIC, and apostolic church,” but then not actually believing what the Church teaches and believes. Even if the Catholic Church is right, though, and it is the Church founded by Jesus Christ, and it does contain the fullness of the truth as given to us by Jesus Christ, would that necessarily mean that God wants everyone to be Catholic? Let’s look again into the Word of God and see what it says. In 1 Tim 2:4, the Bible says this, “God desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.” The Bible tells us God desires that all men “come to the knowledge of the truth,” and it lets us know that coming to the knowledge of the truth is tied up with being saved - with salvation. Knowing the truth saves us...it sets us free. So, if the fullness of the truth resides in the Catholic Church, and God desires everyone to know the truth, then it only makes sense that God DESIRES all men to come to the Catholic Church, where the fullness of truth resides? Or, if you believe the Baptist church has the fullness of the truth, then does it not make sense that God DESIRES all men to come to the Baptist church? And the same is true of the Evangelical church, the Methodist church, the Presbyterian church, and so on. Truth matters. It is important. Knowing the truth is linked to salvation! Now, do you understand the ramifications of answering, “Yes,” to the question of whether or not God wants everyone to be Catholic? If God wants everyone to be Catholic, so that they can share in the fullness of the truth that is Jesus Christ, the fullness of the truth that leads to salvation, what does that mean for you? It means you’ve got to get into the game, folks! We can no longer be content with thinking something like, “Well, my son - or daughter or brother or sister or whoever - is no longer Catholic, but it’s okay, because at least he’s still going to a Christian church.” No! If the Catholic Church has the fullness of the truth, then your son does not currently have it. And Scripture says, in John 8:32, “And you will know the truth and the truth shall set you free!” Your son no longer receives the Body of Christ in the Eucharist. And Scripture says, in John 6:54, “He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life.” If the Catholic Church has the fullness of the truth, then God wants your son to be Catholic - God wants your son to share in the fullness of the truth that is Jesus Christ - God wants your son to receive Him in the Eucharist. What are you going to do about it?! And we can no longer be content with thinking about a friend or a co-worker, “You know, Jim’s a good guy, he loves the Lord, it doesn’t really matter if he’s Catholic or not.” It doesn’t really matter if he doesn’t have the fullness of the truth? It doesn’t really matter if he doesn’t receive Christ in the Eucharist? It doesn’t really matter if he doesn’t receive the graces of the Sacrament of Reconciliation and of all the other Sacraments? You know, if Jim is such a good guy without the fullness of the truth, without the Sacraments, imagine what kind of incredibly holy guy he could be with the fullness of truth and with the Sacraments! God wants Jim to be Catholic - God wants Jim to share in the fullness of the truth that is Jesus Christ - what are you going to do about it?! I want to emphasize this, for Catholic and non-Catholic alike. For Catholics, if we do indeed have the fullness of the truth…the fullness of Jesus Christ; if we do indeed receive the Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity of God the Son every time we go to Mass; then I ask you: Which of your family members, friends, co-workers, classmates, or neighbors do you believe God does not want to have the fullness of Jesus Christ? Which of your family members, friends, co-workers, classmates, or neighbors do you believe God does not want to receive Him in the Holy Eucharist?! 

I closed by asking two questions of Catholics: 1) Which of your family members, friends, co-workers, classmates, or neighbors do you believe God does not want to have the fullness of Jesus Christ; and 2) Which of your family members, friends, co-workers, classmates, or neighbors do you believe God does not want to receive Him in the Holy Eucharist? Now, I would like to address any non-Catholic brothers and sisters in Christ who may be reading this. If your church has the fullness of the truth - the fullness of Jesus Christ - then you need to do what you can to convert everyone to your church. Everyone! Especially us Catholics! I mean, think about this, if the Catholics are right, and we receive Christ – we literally receive Jesus Christ - Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity – in the Eucharist, then anyone who is not Catholic needs to join up ASAP so they too can receive God in the Eucharist. But, if the Catholics are wrong, and if what we think is God under the appearance of bread and wine, really isn’t God - it really is just bread and wine - then we need someone to convert us to the truth, because in that case we are literally worshipping a piece of bread and some wine as God Almighty Himself! If that host is not God, then we Catholics are in a world of hurt! If we are wrong, then we are worshipping a false God and we need to get some help. The truth matters, folks. And we need to respond accordingly. God is counting on us to spread the Word. God is counting on us to share the truths of our faith with those around us.

If we truly love our neighbor, and we believe we have the truth, then we will want them to have what we have. To not care - to be indifferent - as to whether or not they receive it is worse than hating them. Now, let’s look at the ramifications of answering in the negative: “No,” God does not want everyone to be Catholic.” Remember, if you’re not Catholic, insert your faith tradition here. If you answer, “No,” to that question, that God does not want everyone to be Catholic, then you are basically saying one of two things: Either, 1) Truth doesn’t matter; or 2) Your church does not have the fullness of the truth. 
Think about it. Let’s say you, as a Catholic, believe your Church does indeed have the fullness of the truth given to us by Jesus Christ, but you don’t think it’s all that important that other people have that truth. You read John 8:32 and what it says to you is, “You will know the truth and nobody else really needs to.” No! “You will know the truth and the truth will set you free!” God wants everyone to know the truth and to be set free. Or maybe, if you’re Catholic, you believe the Catholic Church is wrong when it says that it contains the fullness of the truth. You disagree with the Catholic Church on a doctrine here or a doctrine there. Well, if that’s what you believe, then I have just one question for you: Why are you a member of the Catholic Church? Why would you say the words, every Sunday, “I believe in the one, holy, CATHOLIC, and apostolic church, when you don’t? Why would you attend a church that you believe could be, and probably is, teaching error in one or more ways? This goes for Catholic and non-Catholic alike. Why would you attend a church that you believe does not contain the fullness of the truth, when the Bible very clearly shows us that the Church founded by Jesus Christ does indeed contain the fullness of Him Who is the Truth? The Church founded by Jesus Christ and guided by the Holy Spirit does not teach error, period! Jesus’ Church will not lead you astray...ever! Jesus’ Church is the pillar and ground of the truth! Jesus’ Church is the fullness of Jesus Christ Who is the Truth! Jesus’ Church is guided by the Spirit of Truth into all truth! So, whether Catholic or not, if you believe the answer to the question, “Does God want everyone to be Catholic?” - or whatever your particular faith tradition - if you believe the answer to that question is, “No,” then you have a lot of soul searching to do and a lot of praying to do, because you are obviously in the wrong place. This is why the question: Does God want everyone to be Catholic? Is such an important question. Whether your answer is, “Yes,” or “No,” it requires something of you. It requires you to leave your comfort zone and do something. Either to reach out with the truth to those around you if you answered, “Yes,” or to go looking for that church that contains the fullness of the truth if you answered, “No.” 
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