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Searching for Authority

By Christopher Dixon

For nine years I served the Lord Jesus Christ as a United
Methodist pastor in New Jersey; for five of those years [ had
no thought of being anything else. I had a growing church,

I was happy in my denomination and pleased with my
prospects, and I was satisfied.

believed that denominations
were not only inevitable but good.
Since Christians would always disagree
about their beliefs and practices, having
different denominations kept them from
fighting. I didn’t believe that visible unity
was necessary for the Church, nor doc-
trinal unity. At the same time I insisted
strongly on my own beliefs, which were
defined largely by Wesleyan orthodoxy, and
believed strongly that churches needed to
teach doctrinal truth (which I still believe).
The Christian faith was what it was, and the
big things were not up for grabs.
I had been a lifelong Protestant, but

I didn’t grow up with a strongly defined
religious identity. Until I was seven my
parents were active Methodists, but when
we moved to Schenectady, New York, my
mother (a nurse) worked every weekend
and my father was never again involved
with any church. I think the infighting
common to Protestant congregations gave
him a distaste for church life. But my
brothers and [ were sent to Sunday School
at the nearest church, Calvary Orthodox
Presbyterian, where I received an excellent
grounding in the bible and a Christian faith
that I never lost (although my practice of it
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was inconsistent until I met my wife, Pat,
in college).

From my days at Princeton Theologi-
cal Seminary I had believed in the authority
of the early church to speak definitively
on the content of the Christian faith. I
had no doubt that the councils of Nicea

-
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From the Editor

henever Christians of different

traditions, denominations, sects,
or ilks gather over a friendly cup of coffee or
other beverage of choice to discuss differences
in theology or doctrine, observers can either
be graced by the brotherly love and patience
shown or disgraced by the flying fur. And
since the later has too often been the case,
the politically correct thing for most modern
Christians to do is avoid these confrontations
like the plague. As aresult, all across America
Christian neighbors of one tradition are able
to live somewhat peaceably across the street
or next door to Christian neighbors of other
traditions by not talking religion. In other
parts of the world this hasn’t proven so suc-
cessful. First, let me pose the question: is this
what Jesus intended in his great priestly prayer
when he prayed,

“Holy Father, keep them in thy name,
which thou hast given me, that THEY
MAY BE ONE, EVEN AS WE ARE
ONE...I do not pray for these only, but
also forthose who believe inme through
their word, that THEY MAY ALL BE
ONE; even as thou, Father, art in me,
and I in thee, that they also may be in
us, so that the world may believe that
thou hast sent me. The glory which thou
hast given me I have given to them,
that THEY MAY BE ONE EVEN AS
WE ARE ONE, I in them and thou in
me, that THEY MAY BECOME PER-
FECTLY ONE, so that the world may
know that thou hast sent me and hast
lovedthemevenas thou hastloved me.”
John 17.11b, 20-23

Four times Jesus prayed that his followers
would always remain one so that their united
witness would convince the world of who he
is and how much our heavenly Father loves
them. Now nearly 2000 years later our world
is still pretty much unconvinced or at least
terribly complacent. But, secondly, when-
ever Christians of different traditions do get
together to discuss or debate, the discussion
rarely gets down to the issue at the core of our
divisions. Arguments over whether salvation
can be lost or who can be baptized or which
form of church government is most biblical
or whether women can be ordained all skirt
the true, undergirding issue: how will one
finally determine which opinion is true? The
most number of votes? The most number of
bible verses? The longest standing tradition?
The loudest and fiercest voice? The key is-
sue behind all of our divisions is the issue of
authority: who has the authority to speak for

God to declare what is true? Recognizing the
importance of this theme, we decided to focus
this second issue of the Coming Home Journal
on this important issue.

With my thoughts on the overwhelming
implications of this theme—how the abandon-
ment of authority has brought intellectual and
moral chaos into our modern world—I had
an unanticipated experience that drove this
point disconcertingly home. Every week I fly
from Ohio to Alabama to host a live television
program on EWTN called The Journey Home.
As I was driving to the airport, I decided to
check out the library at a local university in a
small central Ohio town that I normally pass
quickly by.

As I entered the front gate, the marquee
described this 155 year old academic institu-
tion as a Christian college of Liberal Arts.
Driving around the campus looking for the
library, I noticed that there were no signs or
symbols that gave a clue to what Christian
tradition this school was affiliated. The large
New England style chapel had no specifically
Christian artwork, and the billboard listed
only a chapel service on Thursday evenings
and a Catholic Mass on Sunday afternoons.
In the library, I browsed through the religious
section and was appalled that the overwhelm-
ing majority of the selections were by liberal
Protestant, Eastern Oriental, pagan or New
Age writers. When I found the bookstore
and glanced through the lists for upcoming
classes, again the books and topics reflected
the same theological imbalance found in the
library. My first thought was for the poor naive
parents who thought they were safely sending
their children to a Christian, nurturing environ-
ment. I then wondered how any student at that
school who might be searching could possibly
discover the truth of Christianity? And then
the thought crossed my mind, in the nearly
2000 years of Christian history, when had it
become possible for schools like this to exist,
tounashamedly proclaim themselves Christian
without any identifiable connection to any
specific Christian tradition? I presume only
in this century.

But maybe more relevant to the theme of
this issue, how are the students of that small
“Christian” college going to determine what
is true? The stacks upon stacks of books at
that liberal arts library reek of relativism, and
do nothing but encourage these young minds
to believe that the only authority they need is
themselves. Is it possible that what one finds
here is in essence the unavoidable trajectory
of the idea that all one needs to determine
truth is the Bible, the Holy Spirit and one’s
self? The articles in this issue of the Coming

Home Journal have been written by men and
women whose love for Jesus Christ and whose
conviction that God’s truth is not relative led
them out of their Protestant traditions into
the Catholic Church. They are writing not
to argue nor to proselytize but to winsomely
clear away confusion and ignorance so that
others might discover the joyful, trustworthy
and Spirit led authority that still exists in the
Church in union with Peter. We in the Coming
Home Network International are anything but
anti-Protestants. Those of us who are converts
are very thankful for the faithful witness of
our Protestant families, friends, congregations
and pastors who led us to Jesus Christ and
nurtured us in the Christian faith. It is now
our desire to help them discover the fullness
and power of the Faith, as taught by the Early
Church Fathers and throughout history in
Sacred Tradition. We pray that this collection
of conversion stories and articles on authority
will strengthen your faith in Jesus Christ, and
enkindle in your heart a desire to know more
about the Church that has weathered all the
storms of the last 2000 years, not without
faults or blunders, but which by God’s grace
still seeks to protect and proclaim the gospel
message faithfully. May the Fatherrichly bless
you as you seek to follow Jesus his Son, our
loving Lord and Savior.

o
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Dixon, continued from page 1...

and Chalcedon, for instance, spoke with the
authority of the Holy Spirit. What I had not
thought about much was what happened to
that authority in the centuries since. I suppose
I had the idea that it stayed in the Catholic
Church (having nowhere else to go) until the
Reformation and then made a lateral move to
the Protestants. Nor was I concerned that the
bishops at Nicea who insisted on the divinity
of Christ also insisted on His bodily presence
in the Eucharist. The apostolic faith is all of a
piece, but I did not know that yet.

Another important experience at semi-
nary was reading John Henry Newman’s
Apologia Pro Vita Sua, his story of how he
converted from Anglicanism to Catholicism
by searching for the “Catholic tradition” in
the Church of England. I had never thought
much about tradition and authority before; I
took it for granted that different churches have
different beliefs and that it was just a matter
of preference which church one belonged to.
Newman, however, described a church that
commanded assent, whose beliefs and visible
form were both grounded in the teaching of
the apostles. I longed for such a church, I
was transfixed, and as Newman discovered
that the Catholic tradition was found in the
Catholic Church, I couldn’t find any flaws in
his argument. I wondered whether I ought to
become Catholic.

Pat’s response to this was, “I don’t want
to hear that! You came here to become a Prot-
estant minister, [ want to have children, and I
don’t want any more changes!” At that point
I wasn’t prepared to pursue the issue myself,
either, and the matter dropped, not resolved
but put aside, though I brought a rather High
Church approach to Methodism.

After my graduation and into my pastor-
ate I began to have questions about the basis
of my denomination. John Wesley intended
Methodism to be a spiritual renewal movement
within the Church of England, not a separate
church. He had an Anglican view of the
Church, sacraments, and ordination (though
he was not always consistent), but his succes-
sors did not, and though they kept many of
the externals there was nothing with which to
replace Wesley’s view. The result was a church
with a somewhat sacramental appearance but
little sacramental theology, with strong central
authority and no doctrinal authority, with an
ecumenical emphasis (at least with other liberal
Protestant denominations) but suspicion of
any attempt to define what Christians must

believe.

For years Pat had felt something missing
in her relationships with the Churches we’d
been part of without knowing what she want-
ed. She thought it came from wanting children,
and then the isolation of a new mother and
my being gone so much as a pastor. This came
to a head in 1992 and 1993, when tensions
with some of the congregation left her feeling
totally cut off from the Church and wishing
desperately that she could belong to some other
church. I didn’t want to consider that—"“You
can’tdo that! I’m the minister!”—not a helpful
response, but then it’s hard to cope with the
fact that the minister’s job is tied to his wife’s
spiritual community.

I'was right in believing we ought to be one
religiously, but I asked myself: just what was
it that we needed to be one in? Was there any
reason for Pat to be Methodist except that I
was the minister? If there wasn’t, why was it so
important to me? What is the Church, anyway?
What holds it together? What reason could I
give anyone for belonging to my church? I
realized that I couldn’t give any reason except
preference. There was no relationship between
our church and our Faith.

Practically speaking we didn’t define the
Church theologically; people belonged to a
church because their family went there, or they
liked the worship service, or each other, or the
pastor. That was not enough. We both realized
that we wanted (actually Pat had wanted for a
long time) a church that had a claim onus even
if it didn’t make us happy, whether we liked
it or not, where the Church was more than a
preference. We wanted a church with authority,
achurch that was necessary. Part of the historic
faith of the Church was that the Church didn’t
create itself, and that it’s authority came from
God, not men.

No denomination can claim that, because
none can claim to be more than an association
of like-minded Christians. Wherever the lines
are drawn, it’s a purely human creation; a
group of people get together and say, “We are
the Church.” If a denomination has a strong
theological foundation (for example the Or-
thodox Presbyterian Church where I attended
Sunday School as aboy), it at least has a reason
for being separate: teaching the truth accord-
ing to its beliefs. But where there is no strong
theological foundation the denomination
becomes nothing more than an administra-
tive body and the congregation becomes an
ingrained social habit.

My convictions about the Church crystal-

lized more than they ever had. The Church was
meant to have unity in structure and Faith, and
both were necessary. Unless it was united in
Faith there was no reason to be united in struc-
ture. If the Church couldn’t claim to tell me
what is true, why should I give it my loyalty? If
I'had to figure it all out for myself, why would
I need the Church? (Which, indeed, is the
situation of many Protestant denominations;
since they don’t claim to be necessary, people
don’tbelieve they’re necessary.) I realized that
the nature of the Church went along with its
beliefs. If the Church was to teach with author-
ity, it had to have authority in its being. That
couldn’t be given by a denomination. Either it
existed in the whole Body of Christ together,
with visible unity giving shape to spiritual
unity, or else it couldn’t be found at all.

It struck me quickly that only two options
avoided drawing arbitrary lines: congregation-
alism (in which each gathering of Christians
could decide its own beliefs) or Catholicism,
which claimed a principle of unity that brought
everyone in. Congregationalism, however,
seemed both unscriptural and unhistorical.
Jesus said, “Where two or three are gathered
in My name, there am I in the midst of them,”
but that didn’t define the whole nature of the
Church. If it did there would have been no
great disputes, no councils, and no commonly
held faith. The Council of Nicea meant more
than the National Council of Churches.

Only the Catholic Church truly rep-
resented visible and doctrinal unity. The
alternative to Catholicism was doctrinal chaos
and no unity. The Reformers had decided ac-
cording to their own judgement which parts
of the Catholic faith to keep and which to
reject; their followers continued the process of
revising, and then the results were codified as
revealed truth. The authority of the Catholic
Church was simply replaced by the authority
of Luther or Calvin. In the liberal denomina-
tions the fall was even worse; the principle
of revealed truth was replaced by theological
pluralism, the absolute belief that there are
no absolute truths. Yet in both, the Church’s
authority was replaced by the individual’s, and
the visible church became nothing more than
a collection of individuals.

The result was worse than each church
believing something different; it was a mi-
lieu in which it didn’t matter what a church
believed, in which no teaching needed to be
definitive, and in which the idea of necessary
belief seemed offensive.

Some Catholic friends who knew what

4 The Coming Home Journal

The Coming Home Network International




was going on with us came back from a confer-
ence at Franciscan University in Steubenville,
Ohio, and gave us a tape of Scott Hahn’s
conversion story. Its effect on us was electric:
he addressed the issues we were wrestling with
rationally and biblically. Our beliefs were
rapidly becoming more Catholic. We read
Humanae Vitae, found it thoroughly convinc-
ing, and began Natural Family Planning. We
were attracted by the Catholic Church’s pro-
life stand; our denomination was incapable of
taking any strong position on this basic moral
issue. We considered marriage indissoluble. We
recognized the Pope as the earthly head of the
Church; indeed we soon found events in the
Catholic Church more relevant than events in
Methodism. We now had no doubt that Christ
is truly present in the Eucharist in the Catholic
Church, but I knew it wasn’t the same thing
in Protestantism (indeed for a period I found
it difficult presiding at Communion in my
church; I felt I was pretending).

To Patand me itnow seemed essential that
we belong to a church that was really founded
onreligious belief, and wasn’tafraid to teach it.
When the Catechism of the Catholic Church
appeared in 1993, we thought, “Wouldn’t it
be great to belong to a church that can teach
the truth like that!”

It would take a while, however, for near
the beginning of this time of change, more
change happened. I was sent to another
Methodist church in July of 1993 and we were
expecting our third child. I had to support
my family and in any event | knew I needed
clearer convictions than I had at that point.
But I also knew that I would never find the
solidity or consistency of belief in Methodism
that I wanted.

There were also doctrinal issues that
needed to be resolved: the Virgin Mary was
the most difficult, but there were others. At
the heart of them all was the infallibility of the
Church, for if the Catholic Church was really
what it believed itself to be, then its teachings
had to be true. I had to learn to subordinate
the sovereignty of my judgement to the voice
of Christ in the Church.

Iinvestigated all these things but as long
as [ was in the ministry I didn’t feel that I could
do more. Pat had more freedom and with my
encouragement (for spiritually she was left high
and dry, and [ would have urged any parish-
ioner to go where her faith led her) she went
to a wise and sympathetic priest, Fr. Joseph,
for instruction. For Pat, it was like water in a
thirsty land. Within months she had no doubts

at all. I was delighted; she would be there to
welcome me into the Catholic fold herself. In
December of 1995 she became a Catholic. Our
daughter Lisa received her First Communion
the next fall.

I knew I couldn’t stay in the Methodist
church forever; my beliefs wouldn’t allow it. I
was feeling the strain of not being able to act
on my beliefs. By now I had found others in
the same path. Jeff, another Methodist minis-

ter whom [ hadn’t seen in years, heard of my
interest in Catholicism from a Presbyterian
pastor we both knew. “Thear you’re thinking of
swimming the Tiber,” he said when he called,
and we began meeting for lunch. Jeff was even
closer to conversion than I was, and became
Catholic in the summer of 1995. I found
encouragement in meeting others who had
converted, and in cradle Catholics. Brian, the
local Baptist minister and his wife Phylis, had
become good friends of ours. Phylis became
Catholic shortly before Pat. Then Brian did.
People in town were getting suspicious.

In March of 1996 I attended a Catholic
men’s retreat at Arnold Hall in Massachusetts,
where [ realized that nothing further needed to
happen before I could convert. I fully believed
the Catholic faith already. I didn’t need any
clearer light than I had—indeed, it couldn’t
be clearer.

With another baby due in July, a conver-
sion, career change (to what, I didn’t know),
and relocation were not an option that sum-
mer; but [ knew I couldn’t delay much longer.
In the meantime Fr. Joseph introduced me to
his friend Monsignor James McGovern, who
was seeking someone to work in adult educa-
tion, Confirmation training, visitation, and
various other responsibilities at the Church of
Our Lady of Good Counsel in Moorestown,
New Jersey. Patand I discussed this possibility

and reached an agreement: in June of 1997 1
delivered the last sermon from my pulpit.
A month later, when Bishop John M.
Smith of Trenton, a successor of the apostles,
received me into the Catholic Church, I be-
came fully united to the only church that I
believed could teach with complete authority.
To this day, ten months later, in the voice of the
Church I (still) hear the voice of Her Lord.
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A Hop, Skip and a Great Leap

By Doug Trout

The Roman Catholic Church makes great claims of itself. By these, it distinguishes itself from any other

Christian denomination in the world. As a matter of fact, many of these denominations consider these

claims nothing short of audacious and a direct attack on orthodoxy. While some denominations may

not be this aggressive in their denunciation of Rome, there is unanimous consent among Protestants
and Evangelicals that the Catholic Church could not possibly be all that she claims to be.

Iam thoroughly convinced that the
reason for much of this dissent is igno-
rance, rather than a true understanding of what
the Catholic Church actually teaches.

I speak with experience in this matter.
Even though I was raised in a Roman Catholic
home, I didn’t see religion as anything other
than Sunday attendance at Mass. My neighbor-
hood was predominantly Catholic, and yet I
don’t remember meeting anyone that seemed
to be enthusiastic about the faith. As sad as it
may sound, | don’t recall hearing any Catholic
outside the clergy even speak of God. Not only
this, but they seemed rather uncomfortable
to speak about their faith at all, as though it
was a subject better left within the confines of
church walls. Later in life, after having left the
Catholic Church to become an Evangelical, I
would often lament how terribly sad it was
to see so many people apparently just going
through the motions of Catholicism, without
having a living, vibrant relationship with Jesus
Christ.

Now before I get a nasty phone call from
one of my sisters, who will be upset with me
because they don’t understand how I can say
this, let me qualify my comments. Yes, my
family did pray before dinner and ask God to
bless our home, relatives and friends. We were
also encouraged to say our prayers at night
before going to bed, at least when I was very
young. My mother also had a Crucifix on her
bedroom wall. Beyond this I don’t remember
any other religious discussion or influence in
my home or among my Catholic friends. In
anut shell, every Catholic I knew seemed to
be ignorant of his or her faith and indifferent
toward the Church.

Now some of you may think I am be-
ing a bit harsh and unfair, but I can tell you
that I have spoken with literally hundreds of
Catholics who have had a very similar experi-

ence as mine. Many of them, unfortunately,
have either abandoned Christianity altogether,
or have joined other denominations and sects
whose theology and philosophy are in direct
opposition to the Catholic Church. Still others
remain Catholic and are practicing the ever
popular “cafeteria” style Catholicism—a faith
where they pick and choose the doctrines they
wish to believe and submit to, while others are
discarded as being irrelevant, out of touch, and
impossible to live up to; a faith not in com-
munion with The Roman Catholic Church.
This is a tragic situation that demands our
attention.

I was a spiritually precocious child. Later
on, when I entered high school, even though
I was a lousy student, I had great interests in
philosophy, psychology, and spirituality. I in-
stinctively knew there was more to the meaning
of life than what my experience as a Catholic
had been. These were the only classes in school
that I excelled in. By the time I had gotten
into my senior year in high school, I fancied
myself a “free thinker” and loved to get into
philosophical discussions of any kind. Without
any strong Christian foundation it was easy to
divorce myself from organized religion of any
kind and instead pursue “what was right in
my own eyes”.

In the mid to late seventies drugs were
easily accessible, and I soon fell in love with
all of them. Most of my time was spent getting
high and playing my guitar, preparing myself
for what I thought would surely be my destiny;
rock-n-roll stardom. Eventually, drug abuse
started taking it’s toll and soon I was having
a difficult time concentrating on anything. I
became paranoid, and felt hopelessly alone.
Even though I was only 16 years old I had
already burned myself out on dope. It was at
this time that I recall becoming aware that
someone, or something was trying to com-

municate with me. Somehow, I knew it was
God. I soon started to hear the name Jesus in
my head on a regular basis. This was very dis-
turbing. I had stopped attending Mass a long
time prior and had distanced myself from any
Christian influence. But, deep in my heart, I
felt Him calling me, and I knew He wouldn’t
stop. I can’t explain the feeling very well, but
I knew I belonged with Him. Sometimes I
would cry, feeling like I was just incapable
of responding. Instead, I kept avoiding Him,
plunging myself headlong into a hedonistic
lifestyle that wound up leaving me both mor-
ally and spiritually bankrupt. Yet, the void in
my soul longed to be filled.

After graduating from High School I
joined the Marine Corps. While in the Ma-
rines I ran into a good number of Christians.
They seemed so peaceful and confident. [ was
jealous. I knew they were with the One who
wanted me, and yet I still would not heed
His call. Many of these people challenged me
to rethink Christianity, and I started reading
tracts and books on Bible prophesy that I
found laying around the barracks. As I became
more exposed to the Bible, the louder the voice
in my head became, pleading with my heart
to embrace Christ. The modernist and pop
psychology arguments that [ had once appealed
to in forming my world view were beginning
to appear more and more like feeble, vindic-
tive attempts to discredit religion and morality
altogether, and I could no longer find solace
in them. But the temporal pleasures in life to
which I had become captive seemed way too
much at the time to give up, so I proceeded on
without Christ even as the voice kept calling.

After getting out of the Marine Corps,
I joined a rock-n-roll band and soon found
myselfback in the same burned out condition.
Knowing that much of my behavior was way
out of sync with how God wanted me to live,

6 The Coming Home Journal

The Coming Home Network International




I daily wrestled with my conscience, but the
tugging in my heart only became stronger. I
finally felt that I could not fight anymore, and
at the age of 25, decided to surrender my life
to Christ.

I began attending an Evangelical fellow-
ship where I met people who were excited
about their faith. They loved God and wanted
to please him in all areas of their life. They were
moral and upright, encouraging me to seek and
serve God with all my heart. Their example of
holiness and piety prodded me into wanting
that same kind of relationship with God in my
own life. For this I am forever grateful.

Iremained an Evangelical for 10 years and
was enrolled in seminary, pursuing my dream
of becoming a pastor, when I met an old high
school friend of mine. Mark, a lifelong Catho-
licwho I hadn’tseen in years, had gone through
atremendous renewal experience. I, the Evan-
gelical, was impressed with Mark’s knowledge
of the Bible, but could not understand how
anyone who had a “born again” experience
could remain in the Catholic Church. I had
never met a Catholic who knew much about
the Bible, let alone defend what I and the rest
of Protestantism considered to be an un-Bibli-
cal, and indefensible theology.

I am forever indebted to Mark, who
patiently listened to my arguments against
Catholicism. His approach and attitude in
refuting my arguments was gentle and thought-
ful. I could tell that he was genuinely sincere
about serving God with his whole heart, and
that he loved God. He was not out to win an
argument; he was instead concerned with my
very soul. I was impressed that not only did
he have strong Biblical arguments to defend
Catholicism, but that he loved God’s Word,
and was a true student of'it. He didn’t pretend
to have all the answers to my questions, but
pointed me in the direction of people who did,
eager to help in any way he could.

Through many long nights of study and
prayer I returned home to the Catholic Church
in March, 1997. Upon reentering, I made a
commitment to forever defend the Catholic
Faith, to do what ever I could to help others
understand the glory of the Church, and to
encourage others to do the same. It is in this
spirit that I wish to present an explanation
of what to me is the most convincing proof
that the Catholic Church is everything she
claims to be.

How Firm A Foundation

The Protestant Reformers, in the 16"
Century, staked their claims on what they

called the two foundations upon which the
Reformation would stand or fall. These are
“Sola Scriptura”, the Latin term for Scripture
alone, and “Sola Fide”, another Latin term for
faith alone.

In this article we will be primarily
concerned with the idea of “Scripture alone”
theology.

This “doctrine”, if you will, has some
slightly different definitions depending on
who you’re talking with, but all definitions
will share it’s primary premise, that the Bible
alone is to be authoritative. In other words the
Bible alone is to be the sole rule of faith and
practice for Christians and that no one person
or institution has the authority to bind the
conscience of the believer.

As an Evangelical I never really ques-
tioned the validity of this doctrine. I had not
spent much effort examining the far-reach-
ing implications of the idea. It was taught to
me as a matter of fact, and without any air
of controversy about it. Therefore I had no
reason or need to defend it. The thought of
even entertaining Catholic thinking on this
was so far from my mind that [ never saw it
as a viable option. The Evangelical view of
history, the way I understood it, was that the
true Church of Christ had always held to this
principle and that it was not until the Catho-
lic Church had become corrupt and apostate
that we see anything different. I was told the
Protestant Reformers recognized this and
restored the lost truths of the faith, rescuing
humanity from hundreds of years of censorship
and darkness.

This is not to say that I didn’t struggle
in looking for answers to the division among
Bible believing Christians. As a matter of fact,
this was the one thing I was most perplexed
by when first becoming an Evangelical. My
enthusiasm for wanting to know everything
I could about Christ and the Bible was all
consuming. At the time, [ was single and my
social life revolved around the singles min-
istry at the church I attended. Here I met a
great number of people who attended other
churches but were coming to socialize. I can
remember asking some of those people why
they chose to attend other churches and not
ours. I wondered what the differences were.
How, I thought, could the Bible place such a
premium on unity within the Body of Christ
(Rom 12:4-5, Eph 4:4-6, 1Cor 1:10, 12:12-
13), and at the same time allow for so many
differing interpretations of Scripture. I was told
that the appeals the Bible makes for unity were
not meant to be taken as though all Christians
had to agree on all points of doctrine, but

that they share a basic understanding of the
Christian faith. Often the person giving the
answer would agree that the division among
Bible believing Christians was certainly a
black mark upon the Church. However this
was easily explained away as a by product of
man’s fallen nature. Sometimes this diversity
was expressed as a strength, rather than a weak-
ness, because this kept man from being puffed
up with knowledge. These matters were seen
as “non-essentials”, and allowed for freedom
of conscience.

Over time I grew to accept this line of
thinking, feeling like Peter when he said to
Jesus, “Where else can we go, you have the
words of eternal life.” (Jn 6:68). Even though
I was never completely comfortable with this
answer, | tried to shrug off the question as
one of God’s ways that my finite mind was
incapable of understanding.

This question was reintroduced in my
discussions with Mark. He asked me to explain
how the Scriptures could claim the Church
to be the pillar and foundation of the truth
and yet have so many opposing positions on a
wide variety of doctrinal issues. Remember, the
dominant Protestant position is that the Body
of Christ is made up of the true believers in
Christ who are scattered throughout the world
in various denominations. His argument was a
strong one: how could Paul claim the Church
to be “the very foundation of truth” and yet
have within it so many different interpretations
of the what is true?

AsanEvangelical | was taught that sincer-
ity does not equal truth, that a person could
be very sincere and devout in their beliefs and
still miss the boat because they were sincerely
wrong. Yet all of a sudden this seemed to be
the very thing I was to accept if [ was to con-
tinue in Evangelicalism. No post-reformation
denomination claims infallibility. Instead they
believe that the dissension and division so
prevalent within their ranks somehow forms
a homogeneous gathering called the Church.
This just didn’t square with 1Tim 3:15.

This led me to a study on the issue of
authority: who had the authority to proclaim
what the Bible taught and upon what founda-
tion is this authority based? How could I know
that the Gospel I had received was the same
Gospel of the Apostles? (Gal 1:8). The Reform-
er’s opinion was that the Catholic Church was
wrong in its interpretation of the Bible. The
battle cry was “Scripture alone”, but as was
evident from the outset and glaring in their
posterity, no consensus was to be found. As |
looked at the Reformer’s claims, it seemed the
height ofhypocrisy for any one Reformer to tell
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people that all they needed was the Bible alone
to give them understanding, and yet proclaim
from his pulpit how terribly mistaken others
were when disagreeing with his interpretation.
The numerous splits that occurred among the
Reformers themselves, continuing to this day,
suddenly made it clear to me that the single
mindedness the scriptures speak of is impos-
sible to maintain without a proper mechanism
in place to provide the correct interpretation.
(1 Cor 1:10, Phil 1:27-30)

I started again to look at all the verses of
Scripture that had troubled me on this issue.
In Matthew 18, Jesus tells the disciples that
if someone won’t listen to the Church after
repeated attempts to reconcile the matter,
treat him as an outsider. My experience as an
Evangelical was quite different than this. Of-
ten I would hear of people “church hopping”
because they had had a dispute with the leader-
ship where they used to attend. I also knew of
people who left churches over squabbles with
fellow parishioners. Instead of following the
suggestions in Matthew 18, they would just go
off and find another place to fellowship until
the next controversy occurred. This problem
frustrates many pastors, but those who attempt
to abide by the scriptural mandate to execute
Church discipline are often accused of being
dictatorial and harsh. They also risk incur-
ring the wrath of other leaders within their
congregation who might disagree and cause

a greater split. I have seen this occur many
times. Many of my friends who are pastors
have related how impotent they feel in solving
major disturbances authoritatively.

Jesus also told the Apostles in Matthew
18, “Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on
earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever
you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven”
(Matt 18:18). I studied this phrase in great
detail and realized that the Apostles had been
commissioned with authority to legislate and
regulate activity within the Church. This is
literally what binding and loosing refers to in
Matthew 18 (also Matt 16:19). Jesus also told

them that “he who hears you, hears me, and he
who rejects you, rejects me” (Matt 10:40, Lk
10:16). Jesus made it perfectly clear that their
word is final, because their word is His word.
The Kingdom of God is everlasting. In these
passages Jesus is commissioning the Apostles
to administer the government of the kingdom.
It only makes sense that since the kingdom is
everlasting, than the governing of that king-
dom is also everlasting. The Evangelical and
Protestant model of the Kingdom of God
cannot stand, because no kingdom divided
against itself can (Matt 12:25)!

The mandate Jesus gave to His Apostles
to govern the kingdom is without a doubt
the most awesome responsibility given to the
Church. And since it is a kingdom that cannot
be shaken (Heb 12:28), it came with a promise.
In Matt 16:18, Christ tells the Apostles that
“the gates of hell will not prevail against the
Church”. Hell could only prevail if it was suc-
cessful in convincing the Church to implement
and teach untruth, in effect taking a wrecking
ball to the pillar and foundation of truth.
Also Jesus promises that when the Holy Spirit
comes He will guide them into “all the truth”
(Jn 16:12-15), and that He would never leave
them desolate (Jn 14:15-18). The Bible and the
Catholic Church both teach that it is not the
integrity of men that keeps the Church from
error, but the promise of Christ.

The Apostle Paul demonstrates, in very

practical ways, the understanding of the early
church in relation to this. One place he does
this is in what [ had considered the best proof
text for the doctrine of Sola Scriptura. In 2
Tim 3:15-16, Paul tells Timothy that, “all
Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for
training in righteousness, that the man of God
may be complete, equipped for every good
work”. Evangelical theologians, and friends of
mine will point to this and say “see Doug, it’s
all right here, this passage shows that we can
rely on nothing but the Bible for our faith”.
The Bible often can say things we want it to

say when we come to it with pre-conceived
notions. Nowhere in this passage does it say
that the Scriptures alone are authoritative.
Looking at the text again this time reading
the two verses prior to 16-17, in context of
what Paul is saying, we can see the fallacy in
thinking this a proof text for Sola Scriptura.
Verse 14 begins, “But as for you continue in
what you have learned, knowing from whom
you learned it”. Paul goes on in verse 15 to
remind Timothy of his familiarity with the Old
Testament Scriptures, (at the time of course,
the New Testament does not exist) and their
ability to corroborate his teaching. Yes, that’s
right, corroborate the Apostolic message of
salvation in Christ. For it is clear in the New
Testament that the message of salvation was
hidden until the Apostles were charged to
reveal it (Matt 28:20,Col 1:25-28, Gal 2:7-8).
The New Testament teaches that indeed the
message of salvation is taught in the Old Testa-
ment, but hidden, and never revealed without
the authority of Christ and the Apostles (Matt
11:27,Col 1:26, Eph 2:20-21, 3:5, Acts 10:34-
43, 1Pet 1:10-12, 1Cor 2:6-12). Look again at
2 Timothy 3:14. It is not an appeal for Timothy
to look to the scriptures alone for instruction,
but to regard them in light of his instructor,
namely, Paul himself (cf. 2Tim 2:1-2). The
Jews were using the Scriptures to try and refute
Christianity. If the Apostles could not appeal to
their God given authority in proclaiming the
Gospel then their teachings are nothing more
than opinions, and we would be free to disagree
with them today. This of course is ridiculous.

In the same way it would have been
ridiculous to regard Timothy’s teachings as
mere opinion, as well as that of those he was
charged by the Apostle Paul to appoint as
leaders after him.

Other passages that speak of authority are
impossible to reconcile with Sola Scriptura.
Heb 13:17 says to “Obey your leaders and
submit to them, for they are keeping watch
over your souls as men who will have to give
account, letthem do this joyfully and not sadly,
for that would be of no advantage to you”. In
the passage one can see the writer being sym-
pathetic to those struggling to submit. He’s
letting them know that if they have trouble
agreeing with leadership, that these leaders will
be held accountable, as if to say, don’t worry,
do your part, submit. But at what point in
the history of the Church did this command
become optional?

The emphasis inherent in Protestant
thinking is that individual fellowships and
churches, even within many denominations,
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still maintain a great degree of autonomy from
one another, and therefore have the right to
govern themselves. The concept of a familial
authoritative hierarchy is one that is impossible
to reconcile with Bible only theology, and for
this reason is carelessly overlooked. What is
important to realize is that individual Churches
were never meant to be autonomous from one
another, nor were they to govern themselves
on their own. Again this is clearly seen in the
New Testament. When Paul appoints leaders in
the Churches he established, he didn’t divorce
himself from responsibility to lead them. On
the contrary, he writes to them, telling them
to hold fast to the things he taught, he visits
them and appoints others to lead in his absence
(2 Thess 2:15,2 Tim 2:1-2, Titus 1:5-9). Not
only this but Paul himself submits to leader-
ship (Gal 2:1-3). The pattern for hierarchical
authority is clearly established in the New
Testament.

This pattern is also clearly seen in the Old
Testament as well. In spite of the fact that at
times God’s appointed leaders were way offthe
mark both morally and spiritually, God never
ordains anyone to start a reformed Judaism
under the banner of Sola Torah. (for example
see 1 Sam chapters 1,2,19-31)

Jude also drives this point home. In Jude
11, Jude warns the reader not to error in the
same way that Korah and his band of rebellious
followers did. Jude is referring to Numbers, the
16" Chapter. If you read the story you’ll find
that Korah said nothing that would suggest his
disapproval of Moses in regards to orthodoxy.
Korah’s beef was that he wanted to know who
put Moses in charge, and why Moses thought
he was so much better than everybody else,
bossing them around the desert and so on.
Hadn’t God already made it clear that all the
Israelites were a “kingdom of priests, a holy
nation”? (Ex. 19:6). Who did Moses think he
was to impose his will upon them. It didn’t
turn out well for Korah and his followers. Jude
is giving a stern warning to New Covenant
believers: Don’t rebel against leadership.

Of course, all of these new insights were
not very well received by my Evangelical
friends.

Even in the face of the Biblical evidence,
they would tell me that the idea of a church hi-
erarchy was contrived by the Catholic Church
in order to maintain their political status,
somewhere in the fourth or fifth century. They
told me that the early church knew nothing
ofa Pope, ora Magisterium. Again, this is clearly
not the case.

The patristic evidence supporting the

Churches teachings on this is simply over-
whelming.

I was amazed to find throughout the
writings of the early church fathers, their rec-
ognition of the Bishop of Rome as the supreme
Bishop ofthe Church. Ignatius, the first Bishop
of Antioch, ordained by John the Apostle,
says that this Church holds the presidency
over all the Churches. (Letter to the Romans,
A.D. 110). Many such statements are written
throughout the first centuries of the Church.
(A good source to look these up in is, The Faith
of the Early Fathers, 3 volume set, by William
A. Jurgens.)

As I studied the early writings of the Fa-
thers, it also became clear that other doctrines
like the Eucharist, Communion of Saints,
Purgatory, Mary, and so on were not things
invented by the Catholic Church in latter cen-
turies, but were evident from the beginning.
Part of the Deposit of Faith which was once
for all delivered to the saints. (Jude 3)

I am secure in my Fathers house. I am
daily filled with joy in knowing that the
promise of Christ to lead his people into all the
truth is being fulfilled in the Roman Catholic
Church.

I'will close with one of my favorite quotes
from the great G.K. Chesterton, writing of
the Catholic faith. “He has come too near
to the truth, and has forgotten that truth is
a magnet, with the powers of attraction and
repulsion.... The moment men cease to pull
against it [ The Catholic Church] they feel a tug
towards it. The moment they cease to shout it
down they begin to listen to it with pleasure.
The moment they try to be fair to it they begin
to be fond of it. But when that affection has
passed a certain point it begins to take on the
tragic and menacing grandeur of a great love
affair.... When he has entered the Church, he
finds that the Church is much larger inside
than it is outside”.

My journey home to the Catholic Church
reflects the sentiments expressed by Chester-
ton. Coming home to the Catholic faith has
notbeen easy. My wife still remains Evangelical
and vigorously opposes my being Catholic. It
has put a great strain on our marriage and our
future is unclear. Truth has been my desire
from the time I first committed my life to the
teachings of Christianity. As terrible as my
circumstances may be, nothing can take away
the gift [ have received by the incredible grace
of Jesus, the gift of the Church, made available
to all who hunger #~r frth,
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The Crisis of Authority 1n the

Reformation

By Kenneth J. Howell, Ph. D.

When [ was a young man, [ used to hear stories of the courage of Great Protestant Reformers like Mar-
tin Luther and John Calvin. In my reformation heritage, the emphasis on the sole authority of the Bible
generated examples of lonely figures who stood up against the tyranny of the Roman Church in the

one was presented braver than

Martin Luther who, confronted
with the command to obey the Pope at the Diet
of Worms, boldly proclaimed that he must be
shown to be wrong on the basis of Scripture
and not some self-appointed authority of the
Pope. When asked to recant his teachings, he
insisted, “Here I stand. I can do none other.
God help me.” This and many other examples
appealed to something in me that I did not rec-
ognize at the time. As an American, | treasured
independence and freedom from tyranny.
Wasn’t our country itself founded on the same
self-determination of government that Luther
insisted on in the sixteenth century? In both
religion and politics, I valued independence
and self-determination.

My theological education in the Re-
formed (Calvinist) heritage reinforced these
childhood images of the Reformers. Details
were filled in, and honest problems with the
Reformation heritage were faced, but there
was never a question that the alternative, Ro-
man Catholicism, was a substitute for biblical
freedom. I was convinced that the apostle who
sought to save the Galatians from the slavery
of legalistic teachers (cf. Gal 5:1), would also
condemn, were he alive in Luther’s day, the
yoke of Roman subjugation. So, even in my
more sophisticated knowledge of theology,
I believed that the Reformation represented
a return to the biblical freedom from which
the Roman Catholic Church had slipped into
bondage.

Only later, when I began to investigate the
history of the Reformation in greater depth,
did Iunderstand how the Protestant insistence
on individual freedom in religion was both a
product of and a vehicle for the crisis of author-
ity that we have in the Western world today.
Luther’s stand against the authority of Rome

sixteenth century.

did not sprout up in a vacuum. The turbulent
changes in thinking, which had begun already
in the Renaissance of the fifteenth century,
shaped not only Luther’s thinking; they also
prepared an audience to receive Luther’s mes-
sage. That audience, the leaders and people of
various Protestant groups, became the instru-
ments of an ever-widening independence from
Church authority that still affects the world
today. Out of this complicated history, I want
to sketch two developments that have deeply
affected Christianity in our world: the crisis of
interpretation and the crisis of unity. But first,
let’s explore why the Reformation happened.

The Crises That Shaped the Reformation

The early modern period from ca. 1500 to
1700 brought momentous changes in Europe,
so much so that the face of Christendom in the
Western world was foreveraltered. Few Ameri-
cans today realize that much of our modern
understandings and assumptions stem from
this period. The changes that swept Europe
began much earlier in the fifteenth century,
but few had greater impact than the discovery
of the new world. The voyages of discovery
brought various European cultures and the
Christian faith to the new world, but the dis-
coveries of the new world also had a profound
effect on Europeans as they expanded their
horizons to include peoples they never knew
existed. Many European Christians were fired
with a new enthusiasm to preach the gospel
to every creature.

What exactly is the gospel? Scholars and
churchmen in early modern Europe debated
this important question vigorously because it
affected three essential aspects of their lives:
their vision of the world, education and the
Church itself. They needed to be clear on what

should be preached to the newly found peoples
across the seas. And with growing disagree-
ments between Protestants and Catholics, their
respective churches felt very keenly the drive
to rescue the new world from the clutches of
the other’s teachings. Yet, there was also wide-
spread agreement on the need for reforming
education and the Church. Changes in one
area would inevitably bring transformations
in the other.

In education, changes were already un-
derway. The fifteenth century witnessed an
even greater flood of ancient sources than
the ninth and tenth centuries had seen. New
texts revived old philosophies. Aristotle—or
simply the philosopher as St. Thomas called
him—was waning in influence as figures like
Marsilio Ficino founded the Platonic academy
in Florence. More and more scholars were
learning Ancient Greek and translating Greek
philosophy into the standard Latin of their day.
With Platonism came a renewed emphasis on
St. Augustine, whose writings would become as
much a battleground between Protestants and
Catholics as the Bible itself. Over the next two
centuries, ancient philosophies as different as
Epicureanism and Stoicism would be revived
by scholars as diverse as the priest Pierre Gas-
sendi and the Parisian scholar Jean Pena.
Emerging transformations in science would
also leave a permanent change on the European
landscape. As scholars translated treatises of
ancient science such as Ptolemy’s Geography
and Greek medical texts, new assessments of
old doctrines were coming into play. Nicholas
Copernicus intended no astronomical revolu-
tion, but his treatise On the Heavenly Spheres,
together with numerous other new scientific
theories, brought about a transformed view
of nature. Nor did the advocates of scientific
reform fail to seize on the reforms in religion as
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aweapon in their armamentarium. The most
famous English methodologist of the seven-
teenth century, Francis Bacon, explicitly called
for revolution in science as a fulfillment of the
reformation in religion which his native Eng-
land had adopted. By the time of the founding
ofthe Royal Society during the reign of Charles
11 (1660s), almost every Protestant agreed with
Thomas Sprat’s analogy between religion and
science. Just as a great Reformation had oc-
curred by returning directly to the Scriptures,
so we needed a great reformation in science by
returning directly to nature. Catholics were as
prominent (though not as numerous) in the
science of this period as Protestants were, but
it was the Protestants who used the rhetoric of
religious reform to argue for the liberation of
science from the shackles of medievalism.

These new developments coincided with
the Protestant Reformation which resulted
from this search for new authorities. At the end
of'the fifteenth century, one of John Calvin’s
own teachers, Jacques Lefebvre, called Europe
back to the gospel which the Church had lost
sight of in his opinion. The Church had grown
lax, morally and doctrinally. Nor was his voice
the only one calling for reform. Desiderius
Erasmus, the great Catholic humanist, argued
for a stringent moral reform of the clergy while
condemning the departures of the Protestants.
England especially was a hotbed for revolution-
ary ideas, as the first century of the Church
of England was to demonstrate. How could
the same King Henry who wrote a scathing
critique of Luther (A Defense of the Seven Sac-
raments 1521) suddenly turn against the Pope
less than fifteen years later? Was He simply
a power hungry tyrant who wanted to ensure
his offspring on England’s throne? Whatever
Henry’s personal ambitions, his behavior can-
not explain how the majority of the bishops in
the English Church could so quickly abandon
Papal and Catholic authority. It is disingenu-
ous to suppose that the English bishops had
no more backbone than what history generally
records. More likely their support of Henry
against Rome must be seen as a result of the
crisis of authority that Luther both inherited
and promoted.

The Crisis in Interpretation

From the very beginning of the Protestant
Reformation, the issue of the authority of
the Scriptures stood in a central place. When
Luther was asked how he knew his interpre-
tations of the Bible were right, and how he
could stand against the interpretations of the
Church Fathers and the Church prior to him,

he replied that the message of salvation in the
Bible was so clear that even a farm boy behind
the plow could understand their message as
correctly as the most learned theologians in
the universities. The people of God did not
need some imposed authority to interpret the
Bible for them.

The issue of clarity of the Scriptures was
so important that it affected virtually every
aspect of Christian teaching in the Reforma-
tion. One such controversy concerned free
will, and took place between Erasmus, the
humanist of Rotterdam, and Luther in 1524
and 1525. Erasmus the Catholic challenged
Luther thus:

I believe that it is equally true that the
authorityoftheScripturesalonesurpasses
the united opinions of all men. But the
controversy here does not concern the
value of the Scriptures: both parties ac-
cept and venerate the same books. The
conflict concerns the meaning of the
Scriptures. Now I hear the objection:
“What need is there for interpretation
whenthe Scriptureisentirelyclear?”’But
if it is so clear, why have such eminent
men groped so blindly and for so many
centuries in such an important matter,
as our adversaries claim?

Erasmus, a master of rhetorical skill, saw
an implicit contradiction in the Protestant
claim that previous teachers in the Church

had blindly missed the doctrine of justifica-
tion by faith in Scripture while at the same
time claiming that the Scriptures were as clear
as crystal. By what assurance could we know
that the Scriptures were clear? By the gift of
the Holy Spirit, said the Protestants! Erasmus
considered the next question. Who possesses
the Spirit so as to give us an authoritative in-
terpretation? Everyone? Of course, in baptism
every Christian is given the Holy Spirit, but
that didn’t mean the Spirit had given the same
gifts to everyone equally. Whom did the Spirit
give the task of authoritatively interpreting
the Scriptures? Since there are multiple inter-
pretations, how do we know which ones are
certain since all have the Spirit? Are there no

authoritative interpretations? If not, we are left
without the Spirit’s certain guidance. Does it
not make more sense that God would give the
authoritative interpretation of the Holy Spirit
through those to whom He committed His
mission of preaching the Gospel, the Apostles
and their successors?

Luther’s answer to Erasmus focused
mainly on the issue under debate, i.e. free will.
What about the other point as to who would
interpret Scripture authoritatively? Luther
and later Protestants appealed to two sources
of authority. Scripture would become clear by
comparing one text with another, as St. Au-
gustine had taught in De doctrina christiana.
The believers could also depend on the internal
witness of the Holy Spirit to lead him into all
truth. This became the standard Protestant
answer to the Catholic challenge, but a prob-
lem remained. How does one judge whether a
particular believer is teaching what the Spirit is
teaching? By comparing Scripture with Scrip-
ture. Yes, of course, but both Catholics and
Protestants compared Scripture with Scrip-
ture. Who judged which comparisons were
correct or acceptable? Wasn’t an authoritative
interpreter still needed to decide unresolved
issues? Luther never really answered Erasmus’
challenge, but only asserted that his opponent
had missed the clear teaching of Scripture.

Catholics and Protestants were at an im-
passe. Protestants insisted on the authority of
the Bible alone and depended on the internal
witness of the Spirit and textual comparisons to

arrive at proper interpretations. The Catholics
insisted that as good as these reasons were,
they still left open the question as to how to
resolve doctrinal and moral disputes. God gave
the hierarchical Church to resolve such issues.
Catholics said that the Protestant method was
arecipe for disaster because it allowed every
person to follow his own lights, rather than
be obedient to Scripture as interpreted by the
Church.

The Crisis of Unity
Martin Luther had no intention of leaving

the Catholic Church. He wanted to reform its
abuses, both in morals and in doctrine. But in
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the 1520s, Luther and other Reformers began
attacking some very central doctrines previ-
ously defined by the Church that led to some
irreconcilable differences. Different interpre-
tations of the Bible led to different churches.
Still, the Protestants hoped to find some unity
among their disparate movements.
Onseveral occasions, leaders of the Refor-
mation tried to come together to agree on some
fundamental tenets, but in the end they could
not agree. Only twelve years after nailing his
nine-five theses to the Wittenburg church door

in 1517, Luther and his cohort Philip Mel-
anchthon met with the Reformer of Ziirich,
Ulrich Zwingli. Zwingli had already developed
a symbolist interpretation of the Eucharist
under the influence of a Dutch physician,
Cornelis Hoen. Hoen convinced Zwingli
that Christ’s words, “This is my body’ had to
mean “This signifies my body.” For Luther,
this was unacceptable. Luther had completely
rejected the notion of transubstantiation and
the sacrificial character of the Mass, but he still
wanted to affirm that Christ was bodily present
inthe Lord’s Supper. With this growing tension
between the reform movements of various cit-
ies, some civil leaders wanted to find common
ground. So Philip, the Landgrave of Hesse,
called a colloquy for many of the Protestant
leaders in his capital of Marburg.

In the first three days of October 1529,
Zwingli, Luther and several other theologians
tried to reach agreement. And agreement
they did reach on many doctrinal points. But
they knew what anyone raised the Catholic
culture of the sixteenth century knew, that the
preeminent sacrament and rite of the Church
was the Eucharist. It did not matter what else
they agreed on. If they could not agree on the
Eucharist, they could not be united. This fact
is incomprehensible to present-day Protestants
because the Eucharist simply does not enjoy
such an exalted place in their thinking. But
for Christians of early modern Europe, the
Eucharist held the place of preeminence it
had among the Fathers and medieval teachers
of the Church.

Luther and Zwingli tried hard to agree on

the proper meaning of our Lord’s words, “This
is my body.” When Zwingli argued that the is
means signifies, Luther responded that Zwingli
was trying to rationalize Christ’s words accord-
ing to human reason and judgment. If that
were true, what need would there be for faith in
Christ as the Son of God. No, Luther insisted,
Christ’s is means is, and he can be present on
all the altars in the world because his omnipres-
ence in heaven is communicated to his human
nature. Luther and Zwingli wanted very badly
to agree. Melanchthon warned Luther against

agreeing too easily because agreement with
Zwingli would mean no hope of reunion with
the Catholics. So, on one day in early October,
1529, the Protestant movement in German
speaking lands lost any hope of mounting a
united front against Rome.

What happened in Marburg that October
was repeated again and again in the Protestant
movement. Philip Melanchthon tried several
times to engage John Calvin in hopes that
some unity between them might be found.
Yet no united front could be established for
the same reason that Zwingli and Luther could
not agree. All the Reformers had been shaped
and molded in an essential Christian truth
inherited from the Catholic culture in which
they had grown up, namely, that unity had
to be founded on truth. Since they could not
agree on doctrine, they all knew they could
not have unity. And they could not agree on
doctrine because they could not agree on how
the Scriptures should be interpreted. The task
of finding unity in truth plagued the relations
between Protestant leaders thereafter.

It was England which manifested the
greatest divisions, differences that were trans-
ferred wholesale to America. A century after
King Henry’s break with Rome, the religious
landscape in the British isles resembled a patch-
work quilt of conflicting beliefs. Charles I, a
staunch catholic in his doctrine, lost the sup-
port of his subjects, and dearly paid the price
with his life. In 1649, Charles was executed
by the Puritans.

England was never the same. During
and after the commonwealth in the 1650s,

England was home to a bewildering diversity
of sects, all of which claimed to adhere to
the true religion. England had High Church
Anglicans, Presbyterians, Baptists, Catholics
in the Lake District, Quakers, and dozens of
others that have since passed from the scene.
Some still hoped for the reunion of Christen-
dom. Many catholic-oriented clerics in the
Church of England saw what these divisions
had wrought. Even the Puritan pastor Richard
Baxter thought the Reformation emphasis on
forensic justification had divided the Church
of Christ unnecessarily. But these hopes for
reunion were whistling in the dark. England
and Europe were religiously divided and they
would never be the same.

The notion of religious freedom held up
by the founders of the American Republic was
not so much a well-thought out ideal as it was
areaction to the sectarianism that now plagued
Europe. Two solutions to the animosity and
religious conflict were possible. One would be
to establish a country on a religious faith that
all professed. Thatideal was whathad governed
Europe for centuries. The other was to make
the State neutral with respect to religious com-
mitments. Some on the American continent
wanted the first, i.e. to retain the ideal of unity
taught by Christ and the Apostles. The early
Puritans of Massachusetts hoped to create
such a new world. In the end, however, the
founding documents opted for the second, i.e.
government neutrality. This began one of the
most delicate balancing acts the world has ever
seen. Could any government really be neutral?
Was it possible to treat all religious groups the
same? Almost all of the sects transferred from
Europe found a home in America. But one
Christian faith experienced the kind of severe
persecution that had been in Europe, Roman
Catholicism. But they too eventually found
freedom of religion. Catholicism in America
was always in a precarious position. The notion
of individual freedom of religion permitted
the practice of the Catholic Faith but their
faith told them that truth was not founded on
individual choice. The Protestant principle of
private interpretation was transferred to the
political sphere. It assured Catholics a place
in the diversity of conflicting beliefs while
their own beliefs in the unity of truth and the
Church required them to reject the principle
of private interpretation. The crisis of unity
that the Reformation had planted in Europe
grew into full flower in a land where Catholic
unity was deemed unacceptable.

The Protestant Reformation denied the

.. .continued on page 28
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The Rule of Faith in Patristic Thought

By J. A. Gallegos

‘Remove not the ancient landmark which your fathers have set’ (Prov. 22:28 RSV).

Regarding the authorities of
Scripture, Tradition and
a teaching Church, there are a number of
recurring themes throughout the writings of the
Church Fathers. The Church Fathers consisted
of those men who exhibited these four marks:
(1) orthodoxy in teaching, (2) holiness in life,
(3) Church approval and (4) antiquity. Some
partially fulfilled these marks such as Tertul-
lian, Origen and Eusebius of Ceasarea. They
have been included in this article due to their
invaluable contribution to the Church.

Sufficiency of the Scriptures

First, the Fathers found that the most per-
fect expression of the apostolic heritage is to be
found within the pages of Holy Writ. Irenaeus
(ca. A.D. 140-ca. A.D. 202) writes:’[B]eing
most properly assured that the Scriptures are
indeed perfect, since they were spoken by the
Word of God and His Spirit.” (Against Heresies
2,28:2). Athanasius (ca. A.D. 295-A.D. ca.
373), the great Patriarch of Alexandria, writes:’
[T]he tokens of truth are more exact as drawn
from Scripture, than from other sources.’
(Nicene Definition 32).

It is clear that the Fathers affirmed that
all of the doctrines of the Catholic faith are to
be found within the Bible. If the doctrine is
not found within its covers, then the doctrine
is clearly not apostolic. Tertullian of Carthage
(ca. A.D. 155/160-ca. A.D. 240/250) writes:
’If it is nowhere written, then let it fear the woe
which impends on all who add or to take away
from the written word.” (Against Hermogenes
22). Ambrose (ca. A.D. 533-ca. A.D. 397), the
bishop of Milan, writes: ’For how can we adopt
those things which we do not find in the holy
Scriptures?’ (Duties of the Clergy 1,23:102).
Augustine, the bishop of Hippo (ca. A.D. 354-
ca.A.D.430), writes: [ W]hat more can I teach
you, than what we read in the Apostle? For
holy Scripture setteth a rule to our teaching,
that we dare not ‘be wise more than behoveth
to be wise;’ ... Be it not therefore for me to
teach you any other thing, save to you the
words of the Teacher.” (Widowhood 2). Cyril
of Alexandria (died A.D. 444) writes: "Not all

that the Lord did was written down, but only
what was deemed sufficient, either from the
point of view of morals, or from the point of
view of dogmas.” (Comm. John 12).

The Fathers often appealed to Scripture
for justifying and proving the apostolicity of
Catholic doctrines. Origen of Alexandria (ca.
A.D. 185-ca. A.D. 253/254) writes: ’In proof
of all words which we advance in matters of
doctrine, we ought to set forth the sense of
Scripture as confirming the meaning which
we are proposing.... Therefore we should not
take our own ideas for the confirmation of
doctrine, unless someone shows that they are
holy because they are contained in the divine
Scriptures as in the temples of God’ (Comm
on Matthew 25). Hippolytus of Rome (died
A.D.235) writes: *There is, brethren, one God,
the knowledge of whom we gain from the
Holy Scriptures and no other source.’ (Against
Noetus 9). Likewise, Cyril of Jerusalem (ca.
A.D.315-ca. A.D. 386) writes: ’For concern-
ing the divine and holy mysteries of the Faith,
not even a casual statement must be delivered
without the Holy Scriptures; nor must we be
drawn aside by mere plausibility and artifices of
speech. Even to me, who tell thee these things,
give notabsolute credence, unless thoureceive
the proof of the things which I announce from
the Divine Scriptures. For this salvation which
we believe depends not on ingenious reasoning,
but on the demonstration of the Holy Scriptures.’
(Catechetical Lectures 4:17).

Passages similar to these on behalf of the
authority of Scripture can be culled from the
Fathers without end. The Church Fathers
clearly affirmed the material sufficiency of the
Scriptures. In fact, one may be tempted to
present these passages in support of the novel
idea that the Church Fathers embraced sola
scriptura. However, when one examines the
faith of these very same Fathers one can find
equally forceful and authoritative testimony
on behalf of Tradition and a teaching Church.
Therefore, when the Church Fathers speak on
sufficiency and authority of Scripture they do
so not in a vacuum but within the context of
the Church and her inerrant Tradition. The
Fathers never separated Scripture from the

Church and her Tradition.
Sacred Tradition

The second recurring theme throughout
the writings of the Church Fathers is that these
very same Scriptures are to be understood
and interpreted only within the milieu of the
Church’s Tradition. A private understanding
of Scripture is the fatal flaw of the heretic.
According to the Church Fathers, Tradition
was simply the entire apostolic deposit that
was transmitted to the Church along with
Scripture. Irenaeus writes: "For how should it
be of the apostles themselves had not left us
writings? Would it not be necessary, [in that
case] to follow the course of tradition which
was handed down to those whom they did com-
mit the Churches?’ (Against Heresies 3,4:1).
In other words, the substance of Tradition is
materially coincident with Scripture.

Both Scripture and Tradition were essen-
tially the same in substance differing primarily
in their degree of explicitness and mode of
transmission. The substance of Tradition was
transmitted to subsequent generations of the
Church through various monuments. These
traditional monuments include such things
as the texts of the magisterium, liturgy, the
writings of the Church Fathers, catechesis, art,
creeds, and the faith of the Church.

The Fathers understood Tradition and
Scripture as complementary authorities. The
Fathers never pitted Scripture against Tradition
or asked the question which authority was
greater. Tradition was utilized not so much
in providing material truths not contained
in Scripture, but rather as the surest guide
in interpreting the Sacred text. This theme
was so entrenched in the faith of the Church
Fathers that it became one of their favor-
ite charges against the heretics of the early
Church. Athanasius refuting the Arians private
understanding of Scripture writes: ’ [I]f we
now consider the scope of that faith which we
Christians hold, and using it as a rule, apply
ourselves, as the Apostle teaches to the reading
of inspired Scripture. For Christ’s enemies,
being ignorant of this scope, have wandered
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from the way of truth, and have stumbled
on a stone of stumbling, thinking otherwise
than they should think...[L]et us, retaining the
general scope of the faith, acknowledge that
what they interpret ill, has a right interpreta-
tion.” (Against the Arians 3:28,35). Gregory
of Nyssa (ca. A.D. 335-ca. A.D. 394) in his
refutation against Eunomius contrasts the
ecclesiastical understanding of Scripture with
the heretics private judgement: *[I]fthey were
about to bring over to their views, not men
light as dust, and unstable, but men of weight
and steadiness: but so long as their statement
is advanced without being established, and
without being proved, who is so foolish and
so brutish as to account the teaching of the
evangelists and apostles, and of those who suc-
cessively shone like lights in the churches, of
less force than this undemonstrated nonsense?”’
(Against Eunomius 4:6).

As aresult of abandoning the Church and
her Tradition, heretics have divided and dis-
sented among themselves. Athanasius writes:
’For they dissent from each other, and, whereas
they have revolted from their fathers, are not
of one and the same mind, but float about
with various discordant changes.’ (Councils
of Ariminum and Seleucia 14). Similarly,
Ephraem of Syria (ca. A.D. 306-ca. A.D. 373)
observes the same: ’For all heresies delight in
division; on the other hand, the true mother,
and the alone church of Christ, avoids dis-
sension and schisms.” (Comm. on Sacred
Scripture).

Materially, the rule of faith of the early
Church consisted of both Scripture and Tra-
dition. The Fathers often brought together in
their writings the normative authorities of
Scripture and Tradition. Athanasius in this
magisterial passage writes: "But beyond these
[Scriptural] sayings, let us look at the very
tradition, teaching, and faith of the Catholic
Church from the beginning which the Lord
gave, the Apostles preached, and the Fathers
kept. Upon this the Church is founded, and
he who should fall away from it would not be
a Christian, and should no longer be so called.’
(To Serapion 1:28). Basil (ca. A.D. 330-ca.
A.D. 374) in his defense of the deity of the
Holy Spirit writes: ’Of the dogmas and kergy-
mas preserved in the Church, some we possess
from written teaching and others we receive
from the tradition of the Apostles, handed
on to us in mystery. In respect to piety both
are of the same force. No one will contradict
any of these, no one, at any rate, who is even
moderately versed in matters ecclesiastical.
Indeed, were we to try to reject unwritten
customs as having no great authority, we would

unwittingly injure the Gospel in its vitals; or
rather, we would reduce kergyma to a mere
term.’ (Holy Spirit 27:66). Cyril of Alexandria
writes: ’[W]e give thanks to God, the Saviour
of the world, rejoicing with one another that
our Churches, both ours and yours, hold a
faith in accordance with the divinely inspired
Scriptures and with the tradition of our holy
Fathers.’ (To John of Antioch 39).

Many of the Church Fathers bring forth
the very same passages that Catholic apologists
today use in support of the Catholic rule of
faith. John Chrysostom (ca. A.D. 344/354-ca.
A.D. 407) writes: ’ ‘So then, brethren, stand
fast, and hold to the traditions which ye were
taught, whether by word, or by Epistle of ours.’
[2 Thess 2:15] Hence it is manifest, that they
did not deliver all things by Epistle, but many
things also unwritten, and in like manner both
the one and the other are worthy of credit.
Therefore let us think the tradition of the
Church also worthy of credit. It is a tradition,
seek no farther.” (Homily 2nd Epistle to the
Thess.). Epiphanius, bishop of Salamis (ca.
A.D. 315-ca. A.D. 403), writes in his work
against various heresies: "However, none of the
sacred words need an allegorical interpretation
of their meaning; they need examination, and
the perception to understand each proposi-
tion’s force. But tradition must be used too,
for not everything is available from the sacred
scripture. Thus the holy apostles handed
some things down in scripture but some in
traditions, as St. Paul says, ‘As I delivered the

tradition to you,’ [1 Cor 11:2] and elsewhere,
‘SoIteach, and so I have delivered the tradition
in the churches,’ [1 Cor 4:17] and, ‘If ye keep
the tradition in memory, unless ye believed in
vain.’[1 Cor 15:2]’ (Panarion 61). The Fathers
realized that Tradition as well as her Scriptures
could be twisted and misinterpreted. The Fa-
thers affirmed the Church alone, through her
authentic succession from the Apostles, pos-
sessed the authority to interpret and transmit
the entire apostolic deposit.

Teaching Church

The final persistent theme in the faith

of the early Church Fathers is that Christ en-
trusted the entire deposit of faith to the Church
and the responsibility for interpreting it in an
orthodox and authoritative manner. Irenaeus
affirms that the truth is to be found nowhere
else but within the Church writes: ’Since there-
fore we have such proofs, it is not necessary to
seek the truth among others which it is easy to
obtain from the Church; since the apostles, like
arich man [depositing his money] in a bank,
lodged in her hands most copiously all things
pertaining to the truth: so that every man,
whosoever will, can draw from her the water of
life. For she is the entrance to life; all others are
thieves and robbers.’ (Against Heresies 3,4:1).
Athanasius writes: ’[W]e are content with the
fact that this is not the teaching of the Catholic
Church, nor did the Fathers hold this.’ (Epistle
59:3). Ambrose, in sharp contrast, compares
the authority of the Catholic Church and
the wayward path of heretics: *Wherefore all
other generations are strangers to truth; all the
generations of heretics hold not the truth: the
church alone, with pious affection, is in pos-
session of the truth.” (Psalm 118:19).
Augustine in this classic passage against
Manichaeus writes: *The epistle begins
thus:—’Manichaeus, an apostle of Jesus Christ,
by the providence of God the Father. These are
the wholesome words from the perennial and
living fountain.” Now, if you please, patiently
give heed to my inquiry. I do not believe Man-
ichaeus to be an apostle of Christ. Do not, I
beg you, be enraged and begin to curse. For you

know that it is my rule to believe none of your
statements without consideration. Therefore I
ask, who is this Manichaeus? You will reply, An
Apostle of Christ. I do not believe it. Now you
are ata loss what to say or do; for you promised
to give knowledge of truth, 