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Introduction

This newsletter is a bit different than those past. This one is a response to a very sweet young lady, a friend of a friend, who is attending a Baptist church. We exchanged one round of emails already – she had some basic questions about Catholicism and I simply answered her questions. From her questions, I know that she has probably never heard the Catholic Faith explained from the Catholic perspective. She is not, however, openly hostile to Catholicism as a result. She was genuinely curious about the Faith and open to hearing what I had to say. 

However, in her response to my email (which I’ve included below), she seems to start to go (unless I have misread what she’s saying) down the path of: “Well, doctrine really doesn’t matter all that much, we simply need to believe in Christ and apply that belief to our lives – we don’t need to squabble about doctrine.” (But then she kind of gently squabbles about doctrine.) 

So, in my response (below hers), I simply try to get her focused on how important doctrine is…it’s important because truth is important. It’s important because true doctrine is a unifying aspect of faith, whereas false doctrine is a divisive aspect of faith. I don’t really try to squabble about doctrine, per se – although I do use Baptism as an example of where we differ on doctrine – but the quest here is just to get her to consider the importance of doctrine and not to simply shrug it off as a secondary concern. 

This is a problem that many of you have faced – especially in dealing with our fellow Catholics. I don’t know how many times I’ve heard a fellow Catholic say something like: “Oh, it doesn’t really matter what one believes…it just matters that you love everyone.” Well, as John Paul II said, love without truth, isn’t really love. 

So, the challenge is to gently shake the tree a bit, and see if I can’t arouse some sort of intellectual and spiritual curiosity about doctrinal matters. I hope this will help any of you who face similar situations.

Thank you John! This was all very helpful to me and I gained more knowledge of history of the church too.


I’m not going to get too much into doctrine. I know that I have hidden key Scripture in my heart and also it’s my heart I want to guard. Having educated Christians around me helps me to guard my heart. I’m not too much on studying facts as much as studying life application. I think God has gifted me more in this area, but yet He has surrounded me with sound knowledgeable people to help in this area.


I understand all that you have said and concur. I do know the Bible is clear on baptism of water and Spirit. I still believe that there is a prayer of salvation after you hear, believe and when you choose that, water baptism as a symbol of your profession of faith and burial of sin and a new creation in Christ, and the baptism of the Holy Spirit that comes with the territory. Now for me, I did not understand or “feel” the Holy Spirit’s presence in my life until much later after water baptism because of backsliding and lack of roots (all Baptist terminology I’m sure). I do believe that God has ordained all of those to take place in one’s life and we need to be obedient to Him if we really are one of His children.


Okay a few more thoughts:


My reading today (good timing on God’s part) – was 1 Corinthians 1:10-17; 3:1-9. My understanding was there was too much division already (early church folks). My interpretation is that Paul was saying “The question is whether or not you follow Christ. No one else matters.” He was saying quit acting like middle school girls (drama queens with one best friend that is ever-changing) and mature. Follow Christ period. I understand Paul to also say church should have great human leadership, but no human lordship. I understand that your view (you can obviously correct me) is the same, it’s just this perfect church scenario has Christ as the head of the church and this way (the Catholic path) is the way to achieve that. Does that sound close? 
I know that the Church is the Bride of Christ, but I guess this is where chronological order of the Bible and the other 7 books that may have more of this information. Like I consider “the church” to be all Christians, but I think you are referencing the church to be the very earliest church. My problem with this view is that even in the early days, the church Paul was addressing was not “perfect” and they were rebuked, and so it goes on in this world we live in today. Has there ever been a time that has described the perfect church or one that has been pointed out by God? If the Bible I read is missing 7 books, then can you elaborate on this (because maybe it’s in that part). I think you and I both believe that the so-called perfect church on earth has Christ as the head. I just believe that that can be achieved by way of the Holy Spirit and time and that God is refining and correcting and still evolving the church into His image. This is a process still going on. Like us as people. No perfect people and no perfect church. “From glory to glory” … I know I need to get better on memorizing “where it says it”. 


Denominations appear to be man-made to me and gets hairy when people start to pick apart the Bible live exactly by this or that. We have Old Testament and New. But, now, more importantly, we have the Holy Spirit which guides us into all the truth there is (which like you and I know is Jesus). The Israelites also lived in different “camps” but had to cross the Red Sea as one. I know that all believers are one in Christ Jesus and He is the ultimate, divine judge and intercessor for us. 


I think my view is that yes, God has put certain wonderful friends (like he did Jesus) in my life that are disciples with me that I can sure ask to pray for me and be “transparent” with… Amy being one of very few of them by the way. But, that He put us here in this present generation for His reason and will supply Christian brothers and sisters to intercede and pray for us as well. I do consider all the Saints in Heaven to be my brothers and sisters (but to be honest I don’t meditate or ask them to pray for me), but the Trinity (Father, Son, Holy Spirit) as all sufficient for me to pray to. I do not feel it is harmful or a bad thing to pray to the saints for intercession, but it does work as a divider among denominations and is one of those things that puts us into “camps”. I know and you know that it was not meant to do that and there are different views on everything. Maybe you were put in this generation to help eliminate barriers and help bring us all more together as one (that’s a big calling!). But it sounds like you’re passionate and God has anointed you to do the work.


It is my heart to get people to come together as one in Christ also. I think that’s why we keep seeing different denominations and changes, but ultimately, we have to come together. So, how do we do that? If He loves us all like a father loves his children (but better), then how much can we imagine it grieves Him that we are divided (maybe just in mind, but not in heart?? that probably depends on the person) I choose to focus on our similarities, but like you, I am leery of false teachings and anything that tries to re-create who Jesus was and is (like this new-age crap scares me)…. I know it can’t be founded on emotions, but truth. Jesus is the truth. The Holy Spirit guides us into all the truth there is. The Holy Spirit lives within every believer, so there needs to be some great leadership to get this all worked out.


Bottom line… I’m glad Jesus kept it pretty basic in saying “love the Lord your God with all your heart mind and soul, and love your neighbors as yourself” I just have to keep going back to it and praying for God to unite us. -Tricia
Tricia,

All too often in our day and times, people do not guard their hearts, so you are to be commended for your efforts in that regard. With all the trash in print, on television, on the radio, and elsewhere, Christians have too often let the culture influence them, instead of them influencing the culture. We need to change that. However, I have some concern about what you’ve stated above. And, if I’ve misunderstood, please let me know…my intent in all of this is to reach a greater understanding, all the way around, so if I’m not properly interpreting what you’re saying, please don’t hesitate to let me know. 


You stated: “I’m not going to get too much into doctrine…I’m not too much on studying facts as much as studying life application.” Does Scripture not state that we are to, “Love the Lord with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind,” (Matt 22:37-38; Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27)? You seem to be saying that you love Him with your heart and soul, but not necessarily with your mind? Or, at the least, you seem to be saying that the “mind” part of the equation is not nearly as important to you as is the “heart” and “soul” part of the equation. 


What if I turn around what you said: “I’m not going to get too much into life application…I’m not too much on studying how all this stuff actually applies to my life, my strength is in studying doctrine.” Would that take you aback a bit…if I’m more concerned with the actual doctrines than with applying the doctrines? If I’m more concerned with the mind part of the command to love God, and not so much with the heart and soul part? Can I simply say, “Well, I’ll let other folks worry about the heart and soul part of loving God?” 


The problem, from my point of view, is what you seem to be saying is that doctrine is merely a secondary matter, if that, as far as you’re concerned. But, my question is: What if you’re receiving bad doctrine from others, and this bad doctrine is part of what you are trying to put into practice? Or, this bad doctrine is keeping you from putting things into practice that you should be putting into practice? Does that matter or not? Should we shuffle the question of doctrine off into the corner, make it a secondary concern to leave to others? 


For example, you mention that you came out of a “cultish-feeling” Baptist church. I’ll bet you that the “cultish-feelings” this church was putting out originated with their doctrines. Don’t misunderstand me on this, but, at least for a while, did you believe what these folks were telling you or not? Did you consider the pastor and the elders to be so knowledgeable in doctrinal matters that you didn’t have to worry about all that? 


What you said about Baptism, for example. The Bible is indeed clear on baptism of water and Spirit. And, nowhere does the Bible say, or even hint, that water baptism is a “symbol” of anything. Yet, you seem to accept it as such. Why? The Bible is very clear that Baptism itself washes away sin (Ezekiel 36:25-27; Acts 2:38; 22:16). Through Baptism we receive the Holy Spirit (Ezekiel 36:25-27; Acts 2:38). Through Baptism we are made members of the Body of Christ (1 Cor 12:13; Gal 3:27; Col 2:11-12). Through Baptism we are saved (John 3:3-5; 1 Peter 3:20-21). There is nothing in Scripture that points to Baptism as a symbol of anything. 


Now, you might say, “No big deal.” But, the question is: Does truth matter? Does proper interpretation of the Bible matter? If we misinterpret the Bible, could it cause separation from each other and, more importantly, separation from God? Peter tells us that there are folks out there interpreting Scripture in such a way that it is leading to their destruction (2 Pet 3:16). Paul tells us that one can leave the faith by believing false doctrines (1 Tim 4:1). Pretty scary stuff.


I absolutely agree 100% with what Paul says in the passages you reference from 1 Corinthians. Paul is basically saying that there should be no factions within the Church that can result in jealousy and strife (1 Cor 3:1-9). He’s not really mentioning doctrinal differences, but I would say that what he says here supports my argument that there is no room for doctrinal differences within the one Body of Christ, which is the Church. Why? Because doctrinal differences result in division. Doctrinal differences necessarily mean that someone is following Christ, and someone isn’t. 


For example – you and I have doctrinal differences. Which means, both of us cannot be right on those issues where we differ. So, at least one of us has to be wrong on baptism. The one who is wrong – whether it’s you or it’s me – is believing a lie, and we know who the father of all lies is, don’t we? In other words, when one believes in a false doctrine, he/she is believing Satan instead of Christ. Could that affect one’s salvation? Could that affect one’s relationship to his fellow man? I believe it can, and the Bible supports me on that. Doctrine is important, because truth is important, because Jesus Christ is the Truth. 


Denominations are indeed man-made and your comment about individuals picking apart the Bible is right on target. But, you have a contradiction in your words that I don’t think you realize is there. First you state that it “gets hairy” when people start to “pick apart the Bible,” but then you say we have the Holy Spirit to guide us into all the truth. Don’t the folks who “pick apart the Bible” claim to be guided by the Holy Spirit just as you claim to be guided by the Holy Spirit? How does one know one is being guided by the Holy Spirit, and not by one’s own ego?


How do you know you’re guided by the Holy Spirit? And, if you are guided by the Holy Spirit, why is it that you leave it to others to tell you about doctrine? If you’re guided by the Holy Spirit into all truth, why do you need a Bible study or the advice of others when it comes to doctrinal matters? Isn’t the Holy Spirit guiding you? And, what about the fact that all the ministers of the various denominations all claim to be guided by the Holy Spirit, yet, all the ministers in the different denominations teach different doctrines. How can that be if they’re all guided by the Holy Spirit? 


This is where I have a problem with each person just picking up a Bible and reading it, without answering to anyone other than themselves, to determine doctrine and morals and practice and such. Don’t get me wrong, I believe in the guidance of the Holy Spirit, but I believe in it first and foremost through the Church, the Body of Christ, founded by Christ Himself. 


Regarding the different camps of the Israelites, I have heard that before to justify different denominations, but what folks seem to forget when they say such things, is that the various tribes of the Israelites did not have doctrinal differences, and they all answered to one supreme leader – Moses. Something to think about. 


I think you’ve misunderstood what I’ve said about “praying to” the saints. For a catholic, to “pray to” means to ask, to request of, to talk to – it does not signify worship. We merely ask the saints in Heaven to intercede for us, just as I would ask you to intercede for me. When I ask for your prayers, it is not an act of worship. Just as it is okay for us to ask the members of the Body of Christ on earth to pray for us, so it is also okay for us to ask the members of the Body of Christ in Heaven to pray for us. And, if you think about it, whose prayers do you think are more effective? James 5 says the prayer of a righteous man availeth much – who is more righteous than a person perfectly united to the Body of Christ in Heaven? 


It does indeed grieve the Father that we are all separated. And I believe it is indeed my mission to do what I can about that. But, I believe it is your mission as well – the mission of all Christians. At least in the sense of being open to discussing and considering such matters. Don’t simply dismiss doctrinal disputes as not being up your alley, and so you’re not going to be bothered with them. Consider the arguments, do your research, pray to the Holy Spirit for guidance. Be open to where the truth leads. That is all I ever ask of anyone. 

I will close with just a couple of questions for your consideration:

1) Why do you believe the Bible to be the inerrant Word of God? What authority is it you trust in that regard? 

2) What, for a Christian, is the pillar and ground of the truth? The Bible?

3) If two people, both of whom believe in God…believe in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior…believe in the Bible as the inspired and inerrant Word of God…pray to the Holy Spirit for guidance…if these two people read the same passage of Scripture and come to different and contradictory interpretations of that passage – if that happens, did God give them a way to settle their disagreement so that they could indeed know the truth and be set free?


And, I ask these not as some sort of test, but to get you thinking about things that are absolutely crucial for Christians to think about, but few rarely do. And, again, if I have misinterpreted anything you said in your email, I apologize. My intent is not to misinterpret or mis-characterize in any way, shape, or form – the good Lord knows enough folks do that with Catholic teaching, so I don’t want to do that with other people’s beliefs. And, please forgive the length of this email…didn’t mean to go on so long. 


(By the way, I sent those CDs to Amy, I hope she’s received them and possibly given them to you by now. I hope they will be helpful in explaining other facets of Catholic teaching about which there is a lot of misunderstanding and misinformation.) 

http://www.biblechristiansociety.com/newsletter/122-apologetics-for-the-masses-issue-80
I got a kick out of the emails a few of you sent me about how “nice” I was being to Tricia in the last newsletter. The difference is this: Let’s say you have to go from point A to point B. Blocking your way is a stack of feathers in one instance, and a brick wall in another instance. Do you need to use a hammer to get through the stack of feathers? No. But, you need to use that hammer to get through the brick wall.
Introduction

Continuing the conversation with Tricia that was started in the last newsletter.
Thanks for this email… very educational and also respected by how you know where it all is in the Bible… A lot of time I just know “it’s in there” like Ragu… My mind is in definite need of educating on Scripture (much of which will come in time with study). I am in the process of renewing my mind, so this is very good information and reference to me.


I believe the Bible is the Word of God because it says that all Scripture is God-breathed. I believe that. I also know that because God has spoken into my life greatly (sometimes very loudly!!) with His Word. I know there is a history of how it was put together, but I have not studied that. I also know it’s the Word of God because of my faith. Without faith it is impossible to please Him. I believe that much of our Christian journey is about faith when our minds don’t really know all the details, but our reading and church life help to guide and answer. I rely on the Bible itself and other Bible scholars and teachers, who not only have knowledge, but appear to live and walk close to Christ. I have access to the Bible on my own, but I do respect other leaders like you and other knowledgeable teachers. I do respect authors (like Lee Strobel and Josh McDowell) who have turned to great biblical scholars to help prove Christian facts.


I believe (when I say “believe” I really mean have learned from the Bible) that Christ came to show us who God is and to also relate with us so we could know Him. It is through that relationship that grows that His Word keeps teaching, rebuking, and guiding us along the journey. The Bible and prayer is our life source. I know that when I read the Bible, in essence I think of it as God talking to me and guiding me. I ask the Holy Spirit to interpret and help me and comfort me before I read the Word.


I know that there have been divisions and disputes among people since the early church. That’s why I have a hard time taking any one church as considering themselves set apart or the only church that has it right. I believe that the Catholic Church and Church of Christ consider their churches as “set apart” as the only church to be a member of to go to heaven. I can understand your being leery of other denominations as being the true one church, but I don’t know if other churches consider themselves the one true church, or if they just consider Jesus and His followers as “the one true church”. Any church who recognizes Jesus as the Son of God and the Bible as the Word of God, and the Trinity… these are the basics…


The Bible says that Christ himself is the head intercessor who continues to live to intercede for us (it’s His divine purpose) – and I don’t see the other Saints as having that as their divine purpose. When the veil was torn, it symbolized that there was nothing that could separate or come between us anymore. He desires an intimate relationship with us. Like all fathers, He disciplines and makes everything come under His authority, which includes our mind (the biggest contaminated part along with our heart)… When I became a Christian, my mind and heart both needed changing. They still are in the process of restoration to His likeness, but I know it’s a journey. When I feel overwhelmed, I just know to be still and know… and to read and pray! I would like for you to intercede for my knowledge and walk with the Lord. I do need to work on memorization. At least I’m reassured by Jesus always saying “it is written…” Not that it’s an excuse, but for a new Christian it’s His mercy that kept me alive long enough to turn to Him and I still love how He shows mercy.

I know that I need to listen to the CDs with Amy… here are some more questions:


After Christ’s death and resurrection, what can we offer that will measure up to that or what good enough work can we do? I know that faith without works is dead, but salvation is a gift that we are to receive, not earn. I know Jesus grieved over the fact that we refused to receive His gift of peace and salvation. He grieved over Jerusalem when He saw it, for knowing the people were rejecting Him and the awesome gift that He was giving them… their salvation. I know this week is considered Holy Week, so it is a good time be still and to empty ourselves of all the nonsense and fill ourselves with Him. For me, that also comes through a daily routine of quiet time and repentance, reading, acknowledging, praising, and supplication for me and others. Is it different to do this in a church building, than in my home or anywhere else for that matter? I do know that doing that in a set apart place is a good place, obviously, but what if we are in the middle of a situation where we can’t be at a church? I guess my question is what does the Catholic Church believe you must do to go to heaven and how is a church building involved?


Where does the Bible reference Mary as without sin? I read it as only Jesus was without sin and was the only perfect sacrifice. I adore and look to Mary as a wonderful example of love and humility and kindness and the best mother of all time (she was the one fit for God), but I still don’t have the information that she was not a person born from Adam like you and me. She obviously had God’s favor with her heart and mind and He also had it all planned out since the fall of man. So, I’m not arguing that she was set apart, but she was not probably considered highly esteemed or respected by people (she lived a simple life and she was a woman in those days in that culture). The main lesson I get is to be highly esteemed by God is the most important. He takes the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, so we need to always keep our hearts in check. I am not taking this casually or passively, I believe that Mary is a true example of a loving mother. The best. But, I still see her as ordinary (which God chooses, so it’s not that I mean that in any bad way whatsoever). I see that as refreshing and more inviting to Him. You and I are ordinary folks. The more ordinary, the better, of course, the heart makes all the difference.


If baptism with water is more than a symbol, then how can babies that are baptized end up being anything they choose in society? If it’s more than a symbol, where’s the proof? Jesus was baptized when He was 12 years old. That to me appears to be more of the age of accountability to know better and a more appropriate time of life to be baptized. I believe in dedicating your child as parents to be raised in a Christian home to the best of your ability. At some point in life, an individual has to choose one way or the other. I think in these extreme days, earlier than 12 is fine. I believe by letting our children choose, while raising them right, lets God be God. I believe with all my heart that my niece is a Christian at 6 years old. She knows more than many about the Bible, but more than that, she is an innocent child. At some point, God is going to convict her that she needs to be baptized and to dedicate her life to Him as her choice. It is my hope and prayer that she will do that before middle school. 


I do believe that loving the Lord with my mind includes applying it to my life. How could I live it out without the knowledge? They go together. All your heart, mind, and soul… that’s always with us walking around. I do want to be more diligent in studying the Bible… especially since I did not grow up memorizing it. This is a new routine for me.


You are right in finding one true source for my information. I’ll choose to stick to the basics and keep reading and listening. I know the Word is the sword of the Spirit. I’ve got to have it every day. He always shows me what I need to hear on time with that daily routine… 


I know you helped Amy much with helping her understand that we can’t count on churches to have the full knowledge or be doing things the “right way” just because they are labeled as a church. I do believe we have to be guarded against that bigtime. Again.. helps to guide us back to intimate relationship with Him and His Word and to make sure our leaders have the credentials with their education and evident lifestyle (maybe this was all confirmed for you in a Catholic church) but I’ve had it confirmed for me that me being Baptist is right. Guess that’s why I go to a Baptist church. A great Baptist church with smart leaders. I very much admire the different gifts of different churches and the people they are able to help be an answer to prayer to and do God’s will in their lives. I’m thankful for how the Catholic Church has fought for certain things 

Oh! Another question… How is someone excommunicated from the Catholic Church? How do they gain back their membership? How does that relate to heaven?


I’m glad you wrote me back. Sometimes people with a lot of studying and referencing could be intimidating, but I don’t feel that way. I consider you and I to have very basic similar beliefs which lead to Jesus, but different beliefs on church (which I know you will back up scripturally, which I can back mine up too I’m sure if I go there). I know there are very smart scholars who are Baptist, Methodist, catholic, Presbyterian and so on… Hopefully they are all doing their part in leading others to Christ and discipling them in a good way. Like you said, how will we know it’s a good way? I believe God will show us with the fruit in our life and will tell us when we go home. –Tricia
Before continuing on, I just wish to say that I appreciate your tone and attitude. As I’ve told Amy, I quite often find myself speaking to people about the Catholic Faith who, instead of accepting what a Catholic says about his own faith, insist instead on telling me that I don’t really believe what I say I believe, but that I really believe something that is actually a gross caricature of Catholic teaching. 

They then proceed to attack and vilify this “Catholic” teaching that someone has invented and are absolutely unwilling to accept proof that what they think we believe is actually not what we believe. I always tell people that if you want to disagree with what I believe…fine. But, disagree with what I actually believe. So, it’s nice to talk with someone who is open to hearing about what I believe – even if you disagree with it – instead of telling me what I believe. 


Anyway, I want to re-visit the questions I asked you in my last email: “Why do you believe the Bible to be the inerrant Word of God? What authority is it you trust in that regard?” You stated that you believe the Bible is the Word of God because the Bible says that “all Scripture is God-breathed.” Forgive me if I nudge a bit here, but you believe the Bible is the inerrant Word of God because the Bible says so? If you think about that, it’s actually a bit of a logical inconsistency. 


The Koran states very plainly that it is the inerrant Word of God. Do you believe the Koran is the Word of God because the Koran says it is? You don’t, do you? If, in this email, I claimed that this email was the Word of God, would you believe it? After all, the email says the email is the Word of God. But, you wouldn’t believe that, would you? Of course not. 


This is where I’m going to nudge a bit…I hope you don’t mind. If you don’t believe my email is the Word of God, even if it said it was; and you don’t believe the Koran is the Word of God, even though it says it is, then why do you believe the Bible is the Word of God simply because the Bible says so? 


What I’m hoping to do here is make you realize that you are actually not relying just upon the Bible in your belief that the Bible is the Word of God, but also upon some authority other than the Bible itself. There has to be some authority, outside of the Bible, that confirms the Bible is what we think it is – the inspired, inerrant Word of God. 


The key here is in what you said. The Bible says that “all Scripture is God-breathed.” But, what is Scripture? How do we know, for example, that the Gospel of Mark is Scripture? The Bible never tells us that it is. The Gospel of Mark never says it is Scripture. It never says it is the inspired Word of God. So, how do we know it is? Yes, all Scripture is God-breathed, but how do we know what is and is not Scripture? Who told you? Who told me? How do you know who wrote Mark? The title, “The Gospel of Mark,” is not inspired Scripture – it was put in there by the publisher. So, who wrote Mark? If someone named Mark actually wrote the Gospel of Mark, then which Mark wrote Mark? 


Now, you might say, as I’ve had some say to me, it doesn’t matter who wrote Mark. But it does. It actually matters a great deal. The Gospel of Mark is inspired Scripture, if and only if the writer of the Gospel of Mark was inspired by the Holy Spirit when he wrote it. But, if we don’t know which Mark wrote Mark, then how can we know that it is inspired Scripture? None of these questions are answered by the Bible itself. Which means, we got the answer to those questions from somewhere else…but where?


The question of where we got the Bible, is actually a central question to the Christian Faith. All Christians need to realize this. And, when all Christians do realize this, it will work towards greater unity amongst the various Christian faith traditions. The books of the New Testament were written separately over a period of anywhere from 40-60 years or so after the death of Jesus. They were written in different places, at different times, and sent to different people in different cities throughout the ancient Roman Empire. How did these different books and letters come to be regarded as Scripture? How did they find their way into what we now call the Bible? Who put the Bible together as we have it today? This is important because if we cannot trust the veracity of the folks who put together the Bible, then we cannot trust the veracity of the Bible itself. That’s why these questions are so important


You are absolutely correct when you say that without faith it is impossible to please God. Amen! Without faith there is no salvation. But, faith in what? Faith in what God says in Scripture according to our own private interpretation of that Scripture? Or, according to some other individual’s private interpretation of that Scripture? What if we are interpreting incorrectly? After all, as I pointed out in my last email, all the pastors of all the denominations claim to go by Scripture alone and all claim to be guided by the Holy Spirit…yet, they often teach conflicting and contradictory doctrine. If they are all indeed guided by the Holy Spirit, then that cannot happen. The Holy Spirit does not contradict Himself!


Which leads one to conclude that, oftentimes, when someone thinks he/she is being guided by the Holy Spirit…they really aren’t…they’re being guided by someone else. Which is a scary thought, because as I pointed out previously, Peter states that there are folks out there interpreting the Scriptures in such a way that they are “twisting them to their own destruction.” But, these people who are twisting the Scriptures to their destruction, think they’ve got it right. Think they’re doing the right thing. They don’t realize they’re twisting Scriptures to their own destruction. But, Peter says they are. 


Now, please don’t take me to be saying that an individual reading Scripture on their own cannot come to some knowledge of the truth…they can. And, anyone can read the Bible and get valuable life lessons out of it, as you have and as I have. But, the Bible itself tells us that there are things in Scripture difficult to understand, and it also tells us that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of “one’s own interpretation.” 


So, that brings us back to my previous question of: Does truth matter? It does because Jesus is the Truth and He Himself says that He came to witness to the truth and that those who have the truth hear His voice. Which means, if we don’t have the truth, if we don’t have correct doctrine, we don’t hear His voice. Or, if we only have partial truth, we can only partially hear His voice. Well, that’s not enough for me. I don’t want to partially hear His voice, I want all of it! That’s why I do what I do. I am constantly seeking for truth. 


Now, forgive me if all of this sounds a bit hard, or leads to some uncomfortable conclusions, but I believe, especially as Christians, that we cannot back down from the truth…and if I don’t have the truth, I want someone to show me; and, if I do have the truth, I want to share it with everyone – the whole truth. 


You stated that all the divisions and disputes in the church since the early church is why you have “a hard time taking any one church as considering themselves set apart or the only church that has it right.” But, consider this, if there isn’t one church that has it right, then that means that every church has it wrong. Every church has to be wrong on one or more of its teachings! That, to me, is an incredibly depressing scenario. We have to know the truth if we are to be set free (John 8:32), but we can’t know the truth because there isn’t a church out there that has the all of the truth as given to us by the Apostles, as given to them by Jesus Christ Himself. Based on what you’ve said, I’m assuming you believe the Baptist Church…as all other churches…teaches error. Well, I don’t want to be in a church that teaches error, because I don’t believe a church founded by Jesus Christ, with Jesus as its head and guided by the Holy Spirit, can teach error. Do you?


I believe the disputes and divisions within Christianity, even from the very beginning, lead to the inescapable conclusion that there is one church, and only one church, that has gotten it right. Jesus stated to Peter that “upon this rock I will build My church. And the gates of Hell will not prevail against it.” But, if every church out there teaches error in some way or another, if there isn’t a single church that has it right, then the gates of Hell have prevailed against the church founded by Jesus Christ. Because, every church that teaches error, whether big error or little error, is teaching a lie. And, Satan is the father of all lies. So, if there isn’t a church that has it right, then that means that every church out there teaches something founded on Christ, and something founded on Satan. How is a person in any given church to know which is which?


Which leads to my other question: “What for a Christian is the pillar and foundation of the truth? The Bible?” Guess what the Bible tells us is the pillar and foundation of the truth? The church (1 Tim 3:15). But, how can the church be the pillar and foundation of the truth, if the church teaches error? If every church teaches error? If no church has it right? God is indeed talking to us through the words of Scripture, but the question is, did He give us an inerrant guide to better understand Scriptures…to help us in interpreting Scripture – as He did for the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8 – or did He just drop a book down out of Heaven and say, “Here’s the instruction manual guys, you’re on your own?” 


I’ve gone on way too long here, so I’m going to just comment very briefly on a couple of other things you said in your last email:

The saints in Heaven: 

Jesus is indeed, as you say, the “head” intercessor. But the saints in Heaven are the “body” intercessor. The saints in Heaven are perfectly united to the Body of Christ. You cannot separate the Head from the Body. What Jesus the head does, so His Body does…although not in the same way as the head. You cannot separate the Head from the Body. Did the saints in Heaven pray for people when they were here on earth? Of course they did. Well, do they not now realize much more how important prayer is? And, do they not now love more than they ever did while on earth? Then why wouldn’t they pray for us? Asking the saints in Heaven to pray for us does not separate us from Christ any more than me asking you to pray for me separates me from Christ. And, remember James 5:16 – “the prayer of a righteous man availeth much.” What man is more righteous than the saints in Heaven? In other words, their prayers are powerful prayers indeed. 


Just think of them as your older brothers and sisters in Christ. They gave us good examples to follow, and they love us and want what’s best for us, so of course they’re going to pray for us, just like your family here on earth prays for you.


Works:

There is nothing that we can do that will “measure up” to Christ’s death and resurrection or that is “good enough.” Catholics do not believe that we are saved by our works, or even that we are saved by our faith…we believe that we are saved by God’s grace and God’s grace alone. However, we believe that both faith and works are both necessary responses to God’s free gift of His grace…as the Bible itself tells us. 


In John 15:1-6, what do we see? Jesus is the vine, and His followers – Christians – are the branches. How did the branches become branches…by something they did? No, only because of the vine…the branches had nothing to do with their attachment to the vine. But, what does Scripture tell us? That the branches will not remain branches if they do not produce good fruit. How do they produce that good fruit…on their own? No…only by what they receive through the vine, as part of the vine. But, it is obvious that the branches have to do something to remain branches…they have to cooperate with the vine in producing good fruit. If they don’t, they don’t produce good fruit. And, if they don’t produce good fruit, they are cut off, wither, and are thrown into the fire to be burned. An obvious reference to Hell.


As a Catholic, I believe what the Bible says in terms of what one must do in order to get to Heaven – Have faith (Rom 3:28, John 3:16, 1 John 4:15); forgive the sins of others (Matt 6:14-15); care for one’s family (1 Tim 5:8); feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick and imprisoned (Matt 25:31-46); keep the Commandments (Matt 19:17 and 1 John 2:3-4); love my brother (1 John 2:10); deny ourselves and pick up our cross daily (Luke 9:23); do the will of the Father (Matt 7:21); eat the flesh and drink the blood of the Son of Man (John 6:51-58); give a return for the talents the Master has given us (Matt 25:14-30); be baptized (John 3:3-5, 1 Peter 3:20-21); confess our sins (1 John 1:9)…all by the grace of God.


God’s gift of salvation is free, but we cannot take it for granted. We have to apply it to our lives. We have to untie the gift, apply it to our lives, and bear fruit with it. If we don’t, we are cut off from the vine and thrown into the fire. Or, as the unprofitable servant (Matt 25), tossed into the outer darkness. A good summation of Catholic theology on salvation is from Gal 5:6, “Neither circumcision or uncircumcision are of any avail, but faith working through love.” We have to love in order to get into Heaven…love God and love our fellow man. Faith working through love. 


Regarding the church building, I guess I would point to the fact that Jesus always kept holy the Sabbath by attending the synagogue. Plus, Hebrews 10:25, “…not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some…”


Mary:

Jesus is indeed the only perfect sacrifice. By the way, you might want to take a look at Malachi 1:11 – it’s a prophecy of how worship will be done after the coming of Christ…offering of incense and a pure offering. It’s a very interesting passage to ponder…does my church offer incense and a pure offering during its worship services? Anyway, Mary was without sin, because God saved her from sin at the very moment of her conception. She is a daughter of Adam, no one has ever claimed otherwise. But, we believe God saved her from the stain of original sin at the moment of her conception. Eve was created without sin, could not God do the same for Mary if He wanted to? Mary is a creature and is in no way equal to Christ. However, she was sinless. 


Does the Bible say that directly? No, but there are a lot of things the Bible doesn’t say directly. For instance, the Bible nowhere says that God is three persons, each fully and consubstantially God, yet there is only one God. Yet you believe that, don’t you? Nowhere does the Bible say anything about altar calls, but I believe they have them in your church, don’t they? 


However, the Bible is not totally silent on this matter either. First, we must note that Jesus refers to His mother as “woman,” (John 2:4). This is very interesting when you consider that in Gen 3:15, God says He will put enmity between Satan and “the woman.” What woman? The woman whose seed will crush Satan’s head. What woman was that? Mary. Also, in Rev 12:1, we see a great portent in Heaven – “a woman” clothed with the sun and so on. What woman? The woman who brings forth the male child who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron. Mary. And, what else is said about this woman in Rev. 12? The dragon – Satan – tries to catch her, but he doesn’t. So, in Genesis and Revelation, the woman spoken of is said to have enmity between her and Satan (enmity put there by God Himself) and Satan never catches her. If I sin, Satan does catch me. If I sin, I put myself on Satan’s side – so, at least while I’m in the state of sin, there is no enmity between Satan and me. In other words, one can make a very good argument that this woman was without sin. Plus, think about this…would not God need a sinless vessel to hold His son, since God and sin are incompatible? 


In regards to Mary being “ordinary,” I would ask if you would say the same about the Ark of the Covenant…was it just an “ordinary” box? Far from it. The Ark of the Covenant contained the Word of God in stone. Mary contained the Word of God in the flesh. The Ark of the Covenant contained manna from Heaven. Mary contained the living bread Who would give His flesh for the life of the world. No, Mary was anything but ordinary. Does Scripture not say “all generations will call me blessed?” Does Elizabeth, inspired by the Holy Spirit, not call Mary, “the mother of my Lord?” What other woman is so referred to in all of history? None. That is far from ordinary.


You are correct when you say that the important thing is not whether one is highly esteemed or respected by man, but whether or not one is “esteemed by God.” But, it is quite obvious that Mary was indeed highly esteemed by God. We know this by the fact that He chose her, out of all women who will ever live, to bear His son. What greater honor could God bestow upon a woman? And, Jesus, as a loving and obedient son, undoubtedly highly esteemed and loved and respected and honored His mother. If Jesus highly respected and esteemed and loved and honored His mother, who are we to do otherwise? 


Baptism:

You’re going to have to help me out here in regards to your question: “If baptism with water is more than a symbol, then how can babies that are baptized end up being anything they choose in society? 


I’m not really sure I understand your question. Baptism does not take away one’s free will. A baby that is baptized can grow up and commit sins just like anyone who accepts Jesus Christ into their heart as their personal Lord and Savior can and does still commit sin. 


Regarding “proof” that Baptism is more than a symbol, I would simply say to read the Scriptures and to read how the early Christians viewed Baptism. Is there a single reference to New Testament Baptism as being a symbol? If so, I’m open to hearing about it. Why do you think Baptism is symbolic, when the Bible nowhere states such a thing? I don’t wish to appear too disagreeable here, but where is the proof that Baptism is symbolic? If the Bible doesn’t say such a thing, then what authority are you relying on for your belief in this particular matter? 


Regarding Jesus’ baptism, He was actually 30 when He was baptized, not 12. And, He was baptized with the Baptism of John, which is clearly identified as something different from New Testament Baptism. Under the Old Testament law, how did one enter into covenant with God? Through circumcision. And, when was a male child circumcised? At eight days old. When was Jesus circumcised? When He was eight days old. Baptism is the New Covenant equivalent of circumcision. One entered into covenant with God through circumcision in the Old Covenant, and one enters into covenant with God through Baptism in the New Covenant. The male children under the Old Covenant could make no profession of faith or do any work, yet they entered into covenant with God. How? Through circumcision. If babies were allowed into covenant with God in the Old Covenant, why not in the New Covenant? 


Yes, once the child reaches the age of accountability, then they have to do something in order to abide in God. They do have to choose. They have to do all the things I mentioned above. Have faith. Produce good fruit. Forgive the sins of others. Eat the Body and drink the Blood of the Son of Man. And all the rest. But, the fact of the matter is, the Bible clearly states – and the early Christians clearly believed – that through Baptism one is born again; receives the Holy Spirit, has sin washed away, and becomes a member of the Body of Christ.


Well, I hope this hasn’t taken up too much of your time and I hope I haven’t come across as being too disagreeable. I just love a good argument…and I mean that in the classical sense of the word argument – to persuade by reasoning. A mature discussion of what is the truth. 
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This issue contains another reply from, and response to, Tricia, who is a very pleasant young lady, currently attending a Baptist church, and who is open to hearing the Catholic view of the Catholic Faith – a rather refreshing change of pace for me.

I’ve been asked why I haven’t included any “Comments/Strategies” sections in the last two newsletters, and the simple answer is that I didn’t really feel the need to do so. But, I am including some in this newsletter just to give some general ideas behind my thinking.

Tricia’s comments appear first in their entirety, and then my response follows.

I popped in the CD that was on Mary and Purgatory. You have been studying!


I have pondered the question why I believe the Bible is the Word of God…. I knew when I answered the question I really didn’t answer it… So it stirred me to “why” do I really believe the Bible?


I went to a Joyce Meyer conference this weekend (it was great, and I’m not sure if you know who she is) – she’s a Bible teacher/speaker/preacher (whatever you want to call her) – One of the things that was brought up at the conference is why the Bible is “the Word of God”  without much studying on my part (the conference was about bringing people to Christ and teaching them how to walk with Him and live it out) – Joyce Meyer is more like a Bible/life coach than a theology teacher or religion “study” so it really opened my ears to what she was going to say…


She said the “salt water test” was the question, how is it working in my life? I’m sure that other religions could say that theirs is working in their lives. Jesus came to set the captive free. I don’t know what the other books talk about. Also, other religions and even some Christians (in all denominations) believe that we have to do something to “earn” our way to God.. The Bible is an account of history and how God came to us.


Now it is our part to “believe” what it says… I am thankful I was not raised in another home that taught any other form of religion. I really grew up with a choice of what to believe. I do think the world is thinking God is like all the people who “claim” to know Him and this and that… People look to people. Makes me all the more sure that I better be living this out every day and not just on one day of the week and choosing to act like whatever I please all the other days.


I have a very good Catholic friend who I consider a close Christian friend of mine. She grew up in a Methodist church and now she and her family are all Catholic. Her husband is Catholic. She loves her Catholic faith now too, but she is amazing at her grace she bestows on other Christians of other denominations. In fact, I had no idea she and her family were Catholic for a while. I told her about you (her name is Amy too!!) and I think she really wants to listen to the CDs. I think they will bless her…


One thing she said to me this morning (maybe she would make a good apologetics companion) - she said she considers Mary as the first Christian. She also said she comes to church to get filled with Christ. She takes that time to reverently worship and be filled with Him with the Holy Communion. The other thing she really likes about her church is the consistency... always remaining the same….


Just wanted you to hear her thoughts... I know God has placed me in the family and circle of friends for a reason. I do have a new-found respect for Catholicism. Education and knowledge are a really powerful thing. We all need to be wiser from studying and remembering.


I don’t have any more questions for you… If I do, there’s probably an answer in the CDs. -Tricia
I’m glad to hear you’ve listened to the CD on “Mary and the Bible.” I hope you enjoy the other CDs as well. And, tell your “other friend” Amy that if she wants any of the CDs to just let me know – I’d be happy to send her some. By the way, do you know what parish she goes to? 


I would like to use this email, if you don’t mind too terribly, to close our dialogue with a challenge, of sorts (although, if you have any questions after listening to the CDs, please do not hesitate to ask). Archbishop Fulton Sheen, who was the first great TV evangelist, once said that Jesus came to comfort the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable. So, I want to use this email to maybe make you a little tiny bit uncomfortable, in a friendly and amicable sort of manner. 


The reason I want to do that is your answer in regards to why you believe the Bible to be the inerrant, inspired Word of God. Please forgive me if I’m misreading what you wrote, but you basically seemed to be saying, “I believe the Bible to be the Word of God because that’s what feels good for me to believe.” In other words, that’s what you’re comfortable believing. You’re comfortable in the church you’re in now, and you’re comfortable with the Bible teachers you currently have…which is all well and good, unless…unless…the folks teaching you the Bible have gotten it wrong here and there. 


With all due respect to Joyce Meyers (I am familiar with her and her work), she got it wrong here. Her “salt water test” for believing the Bible is the Word of God, sounds simply like a rationalization for basically ignoring the question. A rationalization for not looking into the question at anything other than the surface level. She’s basically using the old hippie canard…if it feels good, do it. She probably doesn’t realize it, and with all due respect to the many fine things she does, but that answer is basically a cop out. If she really pondered the question, I think the answer might make her a bit uncomfortable. 


If something is true, it must be true for all people in all places at all times. Truth cannot be relative. If the question, “How is it working in my life?” is all one needs to consider when deciding whether or not something is the Word of God, then we can say that the Bible is not the sole source out there for the Word of God. 


For example, the Koran must be the Word of God because there are a billion plus folks who believe it works in their lives. L. Ron Hubbard has apparently published the Word of God because there are many Scientology folks for whom his writing works in their lives. The Book of Mormon is the Word of God because it works in the lives of many Mormons…and on and on we could go. The writings of Hinduism, Buddhism, New Age cult leaders, etc. could all be considered the Word of God if all one needs to do is apply Joyce Meyers “salt water test” – does it work for me? 


Now, the Koran and the Book of Mormon and such may not be the Word of God for you and for me – they don’t work for us – but we have no reason, using Mrs. Meyers’ test, to doubt that they are the Word of God for all these other folks. Could you look a Mormon standing in your doorway in the face and say, “The Book of Mormon is not the Word of God,” if they tell you that it works for them in their lives? You couldn’t, not if you really believe Joyce Meyers. But think about it…does that really make any sense?


Comments/Strategies: 

This is just an argument from basic logic and common sense. I think Joyce Meyers does not want to go into this question of how we know the Bible is the Word of God, because the answer could take her out of her comfort zone. 

My strategy in my conversation with Tricia is twofold: 

1) Quickly and simply answer her particular questions about the Catholic Faith, quoting the Bible whenever I can, but not dwelling on the doctrinal matters; 

2) Question, in a general way, her macro approach to the Bible and to doctrine. And to do this by looking for what appear to be inconsistencies in what she writes and try to gently point them out in the hope that either: a) she’ll better explain herself and thus clear up the inconsistency, or b) she’ll recognize that there is indeed an inconsistency which will hopefully nudge her to examine not only her beliefs more deeply, but the Church’s teachings as well…in other words, that some seeds will be planted. In either situation (a) or (b), she has to more deeply examine what it is she believes and why…which is what you want to have happen.

The main question here is THE main question…who do you trust? Who is your authority when it comes to the Bible? The Church? You? Your pastor? Joyce Meyers or some other Bible teacher/preacher? The question of authority is the fundamental question in every area of disagreement between Catholic and Protestant. Who has the authority to not only give an authentic interpretation of the Bible, but to tell us what the Bible is in the first place? These are the questions you should always be aiming to get to when talking with non-Catholic Christians. [End Comments]

That line of reasoning, used by Joyce Meyers in this instance, but by many others as well, bothers me. It bothers me because God wants us to love Him with all of our mind, as well as our heart and soul. Joyce Meyers’ “salt water test” can only result in confusion when it comes to determining what is and is not the Word of God. And God is not a God of confusion. If how whether or not something works in my life is the determiner as to whether or not it is the Word of God, then there are many things out there – some of which I’ve already mentioned and most of which contradict the Christian Faith – that could lay claim to being the Word of God. But, that’s not possible because God cannot contradict Himself. Which leads to the inevitable conclusion that Joyce Meyers got the answer to that question wrong. 


This is why I want to make you a bit uncomfortable…in a thought-provoking sort of way. Because truth is so important…Scripture tells us so. The truth will set you free. Jesus is the truth. All who have the truth hear His voice. If Joyce Meyers got the answer to that very important question about the Bible wrong…and she did…what other important things has she gotten wrong? 99% of what she teaches may be right on the money, but that 1% she gets wrong could be very critical to one’s faith life…to one’s salvation. 


Comments/Strategies: 

The truth is always what the conversation should be about. Not us vs. them or Catholic vs. Baptist or any such thing; but, what is the truth? And, how do we know? [End Comments]

Now, in your last email you said that you don’t believe any church “has got it right.” But, as I mentioned in my last email, that means that every church, including the church you’re in right now, has gotten it wrong. Do you know which of your church’s teachings are wrong? How do you distinguish between the things they got right and the ones they got wrong? In other words, how do you distinguish between the errors your church teaches and the truth your church teaches?


Comments/Strategies: 

When she said that no church has got it right, I don’t believe she realized the full implications of what she was saying…that every church was getting it wrong, at least, some of the time. For me, that really would be a depressing thought if I believed that way. But, this is actually a common Protestant belief. This belief leads to the expression that it’s okay to disagree on the non-essentials, as long as you believe in the essentials. One has to justify the fact that their church is wrong on something, by coming up with the term “non-essential” doctrines. If something is “non-essential,” then it’s okay if we got that one wrong. As long as we get it right on the essentials. But, that begs the questions: 1) Who is it deciding which doctrines are essential and which are non-essential; and 2) How is it you can consider any part of God’s Word as being “non-essential?” [End Comments] 


Questions like these are why I think it is incumbent upon all Christians who believe along these lines to really consider this one very important question: How is it the church founded by Jesus Christ, and guided by the Holy Spirit unto all truth, could get something wrong? Jesus promises in Matthew 16 that He will protect His church from the gates of Hell, did He fail in His promise? 


And, this is also why it is so important to realize where the Bible came from and how it is we can be sure it is indeed the inerrant, inspired Word of God. Which church vouched for the authenticity of the Bible? Which church said, “Yes, the Letter to the Hebrews is inspired Scripture, but the Acts of Paul is not inspired Scripture?” Which church witnessed to the authenticity of Mark’s Gospel? Of John’s Gospel? That they really were written by men inspired of the Holy Spirit? Which church held that the “Teachings of the Apostles” was not an inspired book? Could that church have been wrong? And, if you believe that church’s witness in regards to what is and isn’t inspired Scripture, which all Bible Christians do, then why don’t you believe that church in its interpretation of that very same Scripture? 


I don’t mean to be disrespectful to any one’s faith tradition here, but just some food for thought. Jesus founded His church about 2000 years ago. Is the Lutheran church the church which vouched for the authenticity of the Scriptures? Was it the Presbyterian Church of America? What about the Baptist church? These are all important questions to ponder.


To finish this up, I want to ask you to consider this one final thing: Can the good, ever be the enemy of the best? Let me explain: Is there a difference between the feelings that one has for someone when initially dating that person…and the feelings one has for that same person after a few years of marriage? In the former, there are feelings of euphoria and giddiness and excitement and so on. Awesome feelings! Good feelings! In the latter, when ordered properly, those initial feelings are mostly replaced by a love that is deeper and stronger and longer lasting and more beautiful and satisfying than any of the “feelings” one had when dating. 


But, what if someone avoided marriage because they didn’t ever want to lose the excitement, the euphoria, the giddiness of dating? So, instead of settling down with one person, they moved from one relationship to another…always looking for those good “feelings.” And, what if the memory of those good feelings, cause many people to fall “out of love” once they get married and those feelings have disappeared? What if the memory of those good feelings interfere with the deepening of the relationship in marriage because those euphoric “feelings” are no longer there and the spouse doesn’t recognize that there is something deeper and more satisfying than those feelings to be had? In other words, someone loses the good “feelings,” and so they abandon their marriage. They abandon what is ultimately so much better than the good feelings…because they are hooked on the good feelings. 


In such a situation, it can be said that the good is indeed the enemy of the best. If I may be so bold, and I know I risk some measure of good will here, but know that I say this out of love and respect for my Savior and for you…what if what you have now is the “good,” but there is something else out there that is the “best?” What if Jesus brought you into your current circle of friends for the express purpose of you being introduced to me, and through me to the teachings of the Catholic Church? 


What if the relationship you have with Jesus Christ could be much deeper and go beyond anything you can even imagine right now? That is what I believe the Catholic Church offers you…and not just you…but all mankind. The deeper and more intimate relationship that comes through the union of husband and wife…through the marital bond…through union with Christ in the Eucharist. Just something to consider…


Comments/Strategies: 

One of the problems in trying to get Tricia to consider the Catholic Faith, is that she recognizes that where she is now is better than where she was before, and she is so much happier where she is now than where she was before. So, you have to try and get folks to at least consider the fact that where they are now might be good…might be very good…but it may not be the best. [End Comments]

Well, I’ll leave it at that. Again, I have enjoyed our exchange and I very much appreciate the kindness and respect you have shown me and, by extension, the Catholic Faith. If there is anything else that I can do for you…please consider me to be at your service. 

In Conclusion

To my surprise, I received a response from Tricia after I sent this email out. Based on the closing comments of her email, I assumed that she was not wanting to continue, but an answer came within a few hours on the same day. So, we might have one more newsletter dedicated to this particular exchange. Stay tuned…
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This is simply a continuation of the conversation with Tricia that I’ve highlighted in the last few issues. The basic thrust is to try and get her to realize that doctrine is vitally important, even if (especially if) you’re in a church that teaches love for Jesus and that it’s important to have a personal relationship with Jesus. 


Not that she dismisses doctrine as unimportant, at least not in word, but in practice, doctrine really is not a big concern for her. So, how to make her, or anyone with a similar mind-set, realize that you can’t relegate doctrine to something that is basically in the background? That it doesn’t make sense to act as if doctrine is important, but not as important as having a personal relationship with Christ, when each and every true doctrine leads us into a deeper relationship with Christ, while each and every false doctrine leads us away from Christ?


Well, I give it a shot, and hopefully am planting some seeds…if not with her, than with one or more of her friends who are reading these newsletters.

Thank you for this thought-provoking message. I take this as a very good statement of why it is so important to understand the history of Christianity.


I really want to emphasize that Joyce Meyer doesn’t claim to be “above” anyone, she really humbles herself as an imperfect person, but helps bring people to a perfect God and encourages them to persevere and press on and points to Scripture over and over. She’s the first one to tell you that deep roots come from “studying” the Bible, not just “reading” it and that she is not a perfect person, but she shares how God has worked in her life and points to key Scripture that has really helped her. She comes from major sexual abuse and was emotionally scarred from many things as a result. It has taken her many years of studying. What she does is when she gets healing in her life, she passes that on to others. She also talks about the Fruit of the Spirit… and that He will know us by our fruits… fruitcake-kind I hope.


Now, that being said, she is also the first person who will tell you that your Christian faith is not based on your “feelings”. God is always the same. Never changing. It’s not that we are perfect, but we believe in a God who is. His Word never changes. It is also alive and is the sword of the spirit.


My journey as a Christian is to know Him and love Him more, not only for me, but to also share the love that God has for others. I want to be blessed so that I can bless others.


I believe in sound doctrine, and the truth! I grew up in a home where I heard the truth whether I wanted to or not. Truth can hurt. But it is the truth that does set us free, being truthful ourselves and lining ourselves up to God’s truth.


It is through His grace that I am able to accomplish the things in my life. I have a rough past too. I went to a high school where when I was finally at the end of my rope, the Baptist kids were inviting me and encouraging me and holding me accountable to going to church.. 


Not that the Baptists are “perfect”, but I don’t believe there is a perfect church because it is made up of imperfect people.


I went to college and was really close to 2 of my roommates who were Catholic. The reason they bragged about being Catholic was because they didn’t have to hide their alcohol in church. You could have wine at a wedding with the Priest joining you and not condemning you. You didn’t have to be a hypocrite. I went to Mass with them and was really confused because I was not familiar with the routine. Not to say anything bad because I didn’t walk away of course, with a bad feeling, but needless to say, I would have a hard time discussing my personal relationship with Christ to them (even though I’m Baptist.. imagine that!! ha! ha!)


What I tend to believe that is a concern (and you can help me with this) – is that people in the Catholic faith seem to worship the church also. Which I do believe it a very wise thing to revere and take care and pray for your church and be regarding it as the Bride of Christ.

What I got from going to a Catholic church though was that you could go to church and that made you a good person. You didn’t need to change your lifestyle. That’s not truth. Whatever it is that we think we have to “earn” our way to God misses the point that we never deserved God’s salvation, yet He gave it to us anyway. Our good deeds and all don’t get us there. Only to have Jesus as our Lord and Savior because He is the way, the truth, and the life. And no man comes to the Father except through Him…. I don’t see any other person of mention in this and not mention of a church either.


Our righteousness only comes through our identification in Him. How will we know? We believe, we are baptized with water and we are sealed with the Holy Spirit. We admit we are a sinner in need of salvation, we believe that Jesus is who He says He is, we believe He died for us, rose for us, and is coming back for us, and He forgives us, and we confess with our mouths and believe in our hearts, and we commit our lives to serving and loving Him then we shall be saved.


If you believe (and you have a very good case I’m sure) that this only comes through only the Catholic Church (which I believe all that are in Christ are the church), the first church, then I can understand why. I am happy for you and your roots and your assurance. I know that you have studied and found truth in all of this.


Really, it is quite compelling and a very good witness for the Catholic faith. I still want to be able to have access to pray at any time and I do have friends who are close to Christ and that I can trust to confess my sins with along with my daily confession to God in my quiet time.


There may not be so much structure in my church that someone can really come to “know” who Jesus is if they walked in off the street. I have a friend who grew up Catholic and was going through getting a divorce and she was visiting me (praise God she and her husband are going to work things out!!!) – she came to church with me and she said it was her first church experience where it felt “real” to her. She felt as if God was talking to her and helping her and giving her wisdom and really drawing her to get Him back in her life. She had not been to church in a long, long time. She’s a Notre Dame graduate. I went to visit her school and was really amazed and I do believe a lot of the rituals were created for us human beings because that’s how God made us to worship… but it all comes down to the heart anyway. We can acknowledge Him with our lips and our hearts can be far from Him… Jesus called that out a lot!


I know that it is obvious I am quite content where I am and it is my heart to bring people to Christ. Maybe that scares you if I don’t direct them to the Catholic Church. I can see why… One of the things pointed out by my other friend Amy – is that her church stays the same…. there is something to be said about that.


I like a lot of teaching and learning which the Baptist do with Sunday school and we have a “teaching” pastor. He brings a simple message, but full of grace and love. Evident he brings “good news” every Sunday. He lets God do the convicting. I believe that God is improving the church as a whole (all denominations) and just simply bringing those together who are really abiding in Him. Those who don’t just do that on one day and go out and forget Him all the rest of the days. 


It’s hard to know for sure. I’m not God.


I love this email and I will forward it to my friend Amy. She is not as emphatic about being Catholic as you are. She works with moms and Christians of all denominations and hardly brings up things about her Catholic faith.. Funny because I was always scared to ask too because I didn’t want to be offensive in any way because I know there are a lot of so called “Christians” who bash the Catholic Church. I NEVER want to do that. I hold it in high esteem as well. I brought it up for the first time after I told her about you. She let her daughter come to a service with the Baptist kids and her daughter went up for the “altar call”. She was not “offended” in any way. She was happy for her… she wasn’t concerned about her losing sight of the “truth” because Jesus is the truth. He’s the Word made flesh. Anytime you come to Jesus, it is a good thing.


I will read over this again that you sent me… Amy H. told me she was scared she would become Catholic if she kept listening to you… You have a very strong case and I think you are going to help out your church a lot!!!! I wish I had maybe talked about what some of these things meant to my Catholic friends. We were just partying in college though. -Tricia 

First of all, I want to make clear that I in no way mean to impugn Joyce Meyers’ personal integrity. I assume she is a fine and sincere Christian lady who truly loves the Lord. But, the problem is, what if she is a fine and sincere Christian lady who is sincerely wrong on some things she teaches about the Bible and about Christianity? What if she is sincerely wrong in some of what she teaches about knowing the Lord? 


And that was simply the point I was making…she got the answer to that particular question – “How do you know the Bible is the inspired, inerrant Word of God?" – wrong. 


Now, one might say that, “Well, as long as she’s teaching people to love the Lord and to do their best to follow God’s will for their lives and to study the Bible more deeply and intently, what does it matter if she gets some things wrong here and there? What if she gets a doctrine or two wrong…no big deal.” And, that same logic is often applied to others…preachers, pastors, deacons, Bible study leaders, and so on….who teach people to love the Lord. 


I’ve often heard it said among folks of various denominations that it’s okay to disagree on the non-essentials, as long as they agree on the essentials. And, I think I’ve seen something along the lines of that thinking in your emails where you mention “foundational” or “basic” principles. 


That sounds good on the surface, but when it comes to doctrine…who gets to decide what is essential and what is non-essential? Does the Bible ever mention non-essential doctrines? The Bible teaches us that man shall live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God…well, that’s what doctrines are…words of God. Which words of God are essential, and which are non-essential? 


For example, is infant baptism an essential doctrine? Well, most non-Catholics I know say that it’s not. But, what if the Catholics, the Lutherans, the Orthodox, and the Episcopalians are all correct when it comes to the Sacrament of Baptism…that it is through Baptism that we are born again…that it is through Baptism that we become members of the Body of Christ? Then, for any baby that dies unbaptized, that could indeed be an essential doctrine, couldn’t it? 


In John 3:3-5, Jesus states that one must be born again in order to enter the Kingdom of God. I think we both believe that one must be “born again” in order to enter the Kingdom of God, but we disagree as to how one is born again. I believe one is born again through Baptism…you believe it is through a confession of faith, right? 


But, what does the Bible say? Jesus says being born again is a process that involves being born of water and the Spirit. So, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the Kingdom of God. As a Catholic, I see Scripture pointing directly at water baptism here. If you look at all 4 accounts of Jesus’ Baptism, what do you see? Jesus is baptized with water, and then what happens? The Holy Spirit comes upon Him. And, in case one misses Jesus’ meaning in John 3:3-5, John has provided a context that leaves little doubt as to the meaning of Jesus’ words when he tells us that immediately after Jesus talked with Nicodemus in John 3, what did He do? Verse 22: “After this Jesus and His disciples went into the land of Judea; there He remained with them and baptized!” Water baptism!


Now, let’s step back for a minute. Again, I think we both agree that one must be born again in order to enter the Kingdom of God…after all, that’s pretty much a direct quote from Jesus’ lips. So, if, as many Christian faith traditions believe, one must make a confession of faith to be “born again,” then where does that leave babies? A child can make no profession of faith. Therefore, under that theology, a baby cannot be born again. Yet, Jesus says one must be born again in order to see the Kingdom of God. Where does that leave the babies?


Jesus goes on to say in John 3:6, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.” Everyone, when they are born, are born of the flesh. John 6:63 tells us that the flesh profiteth nothing. 
Ephesians 2:3 tells us that we are, “by nature,” children of wrath. In other words, when a child is born into the flesh, it profiteth them nothing…they are – by nature (by their human nature…by the flesh) – a child of wrath. In other words, they are not in covenant with God. We can see this in Gen 17:10-14, when God entered into a covenant with Abraham and his descendants. At what age was the covenant with God to be instituted? 8-days old. Can a child of 8 days make a profession of faith? No. Yet, through the act of circumcision, each male baby entered into covenant with God. And, if they weren’t circumcised, what happened? Verse 14 says that one not circumcised shall be cut off from his people; “he has broken My covenant.” 


The Sacrament of Baptism is the New Covenant equivalent of circumcision (see Col 2:11-12). Through Baptism everyone, even children, can enter into covenant with God. You might be interested to know that there were no debates in the early Church as to whether or not children should be baptized, the only debate was whether or not they had to be baptized on the eighth day – clearly showing the early Church’s recognition of Baptism as the New Testament equivalent of circumcision. 


One last thing on this. God used the Old Covenant laws to prepare His people for what He would give them in the New Covenant. Jesus does not represent the discarding of the Old Covenant law, but the fulfillment of it. Hebrews 10:1 says the old covenant practices are a shadow…an outline…of the good things to come. If the Jews had been taught for centuries that their children could enter into covenant with God at day 8, what do you think they would say if all of a sudden they’re told that now, under the New Covenant, their children are no longer able to enter into covenant with God…they have to wait until they’re old enough to make a profession of faith to do so? 


Now, why did I go through all of that? Because I wanted to just pick one example of where a doctrinal difference – over infant baptism – could potentially affect someone’s salvation. Another I could mention is the doctrine of once saved always saved…are we still saved if after we’ve committed our lives to Christ we go out and do things like commit adultery? Rape? Murder? If we backslide? The Catholic says, “No,” if we commit such sins, we put our salvation in jeopardy. The belief of many…including many Baptists…is that such sins do not jeopardize our salvation – we’ve had our ticket punched to Heaven and nothing we do can undo that. Now, if Catholics are right, and the Bible has much to support our belief on this, then this doctrine of once saved always saved could be leading many people straight into Hell.


In other words, believing correct doctrine is very important in our relationship with Jesus Christ. Believing correct doctrine is very important for our salvation. I hope you will agree with me that anything that leads to the truth, leads to Jesus Christ. And, I hope you will also agree with me that anything that leads to error, leads away from Jesus Christ. So, if we believe false doctrines, we are unknowingly following a path that leads away from Christ…maybe a little bit, maybe a lot. If we love Christ, but believe in doctrinal error concerning Christ, we will reach a point past which we cannot go in regards to our personal relationship with Him. We will reach a point where the errors we believe stymie our growth in Christ. 


That’s why doctrine is a great concern for me. Because false doctrine can keep us from growing in Christ as we could…as we should. Scripture even tells us that believing false doctrines can cause us to depart from the faith. That’s pretty serious business!


So, it’s not that I put more emphasis on doctrine than I do on practical application…or that I put more emphasis on dogma than I do on loving and knowing Christ; I simply believe that doctrinal error prevents one from knowing and loving Christ as fully as one can and ought to know and love Christ. Doctrines and dogmas are nothing more than lampposts which light the path to Christ. If those lampposts have been dimmed, we could wander from the path.


That’s why I try to get discussions going with folks on matters of doctrine and dogma. I don’t believe they distract from the essential thing of knowing and loving Christ, I believe they are essential to the process of knowing and loving Christ. 


Plus, as you said, so I also say, we need to all be one in Christ. God is not pleased with all the divisions in Christianity. A house divided against itself cannot stand. But, how do we unite the various churches and denominations? We have to begin at the beginning. We have to not just ask, but answer the question Pilate asked, “What is truth.” Jesus says He came to bear witness to the truth and that those who know the truth hear His voice. So, as I said previously, we can only hear His voice to the extent that we have truth. If we have only partial truth in matters religious, we can only partially hear His voice. If we have the full truth, we can hear His voice fully and completely. 


False doctrines separate us one from another. That’s why discussions about doctrine are so very important. That’s why coming to know the truth about doctrine…any doctrine…is so very important. Jesus wants us to be one as He and the Father are one. Do they disagree on doctrine? Any doctrine? If not, then neither should we.


I’ll close with just a few points from Scripture that I would ask you to consider…to ponder: 


James 2:26, “For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so faith apart from works is dead.” 
This is quite an analogy here. The body is equated with faith. The spirit is equated with works. As the body apart from the spirit is dead (physical death), so faith apart from works is dead (spiritual death). So, if it is necessary to have both body and spirit for physical life; analogously, it is necessary to have both faith and works for spiritual life. Is it “faith alone” then, that saves us?


In John 15:1-6, Jesus says that the branches (Christians) of the vine (Jesus) are cut off, cast forth, wither, and are thrown into the fire to be burned if they do not bear good fruit. Once saved, always saved? Works do not effect our salvation, but through bearing good fruit (works) we remain saved (attached to the vine)…by the grace of God. 


John 20:21-23 – why is it that the very first thing Jesus does, in His very first meeting with His disciples after His resurrection, is give them the power to forgive or retain sins? How can they forgive, or retain, someone’s sins, unless folks confess their sins to them?


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.” Jesus says in John 6:53-58, that we must eat His body and drink His blood to have eternal life. And, He says that the flesh and blood He wants us to eat and drink is the flesh that He “shall give for the life of the world.” When did He give His flesh for the life of the world? On the cross, right? So, my question is, if He wants to give us to eat the flesh that He gave for the life of the world, was that flesh real, or symbolic? Was the flesh on the cross, that Jesus gave for the life of the world, real or symbolic? 


Again, I am going to be a bit bold here, but I claim that what the Catholic Church offers everyone and anyone, is the fullness of Him Who is all in all. I believe that the deepest relationship one can have with Jesus Christ, is through the Catholic Church. The deepest love one can discover with our Lord and Savior is through the Catholic Church. Why? Because the Catholic Church is the church founded by Christ to bring the world into union with Him. He gave her all that she needs to participate fully in the marital union with Christ. Those who have broken off from the Catholic Church in the last 2000 years, have only part of what He gave her, not the fullness.


Again, this is not to disparage the Baptists, Methodists, Evangelicals, etc., there is so much that is good in all of those faith traditions. But, whatever good is found in those faith traditions, is amplified and deepened and perfected in the Catholic Church. That’s why I tell people not to let the good become the enemy of the best. A dating relationship is good…very good…but it can take one only so far with the one you love. Marriage…the two becoming one…provides an intimacy with the one you love that dating cannot. 


Now, this is not to say that every Catholic out there gets this. Sad to say, the majority of Catholics do not. So, you will have many Catholics who think they can go to church on Sunday and don’t have to change who they are the rest of the week. I was once one of those Catholics. Unfortunately, much of the information non-Catholics hear about the Catholic Church comes from these Catholic zombies. They’re going through the motions, but they’re dead to what is actually taking place all around them. And, the examples many of these folks provide to those who are not Catholic, leaves much to be desired.


They may think that they don’t have to change who they are, but that is not what the Catholic Church teaches and practices. If one has an encounter with Christ, one simply cannot remain who they are the rest of the week. Christ changes us. If He doesn’t, it’s because we haven’t truly recognized Who it is we have encountered. Or fear or the cares of the world or the delight in riches, choke off the Word in their lives. If someone ever tells you they like being Catholic because they don’t have to change who they are, then please rest assured that they really have no grasp whatsoever of the Catholic Faith. 

Comments/Strategies: 

Basically, I am not trying to answer everything she says on a one-to-one basis, as I do in most of the exchanges I have with folks in these newsletters. If you’ve noticed, she has not really commented directly on much of what I’ve said. She takes an idea or two from my emails and responds to them in a bit of an indirect manner. So, there is no sense in trying to force particular points on particular doctrinal matters. Being right on doctrine is a secondary matter for her…not the prime concern. 

So, the challenge is not to plant seeds to “prove” a particular doctrine or set of doctrines, but the challenge is, rather, to show that true doctrine is necessary for a proper relationship with Christ…that true doctrine is necessary in order to grow in love and knowledge of Christ. Then, once the importance of doctrine is established, individual doctrines can be looked at and discussed. 
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