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“Bishops teach in various ways, but few write catechisms. Fewer still do so with the clarity Bishop Donald Wuerl brings to this exposition of the Catholic faith. His is the work of a master catechist and a dedicated pastor. He finds a sureness of expression that can lead readers who reflect on his words to conversion of mind and heart.”
—His Eminence Francis Cardinal George, OMI, Archbishop of Chicago
“Pastoral catechesis holds a privileged place in the priestly and episcopal ministry of Bishop Donald Wuerl. His ardent love for teaching the Faith undergirds a vast teaching experience which enriches his latest catechetical work, The Catholic Way: Faith for Living Today.
“Bishop Wuerl is extraordinarily gifted as a teacher. His ability to present the doctrine of the Catechism of the Catholic Church in clear and popular language is a splendid and timely contribution to our Church’s mission of a new evangelization. The Catholic Way: Faith for Living Today will surely fulfill the Bishop’s hope to ‘stir up that flame of conversion that leads to Christ.’”
—Most Reverend Daniel Buechlein, OSB, Archbishop of Indianapolis, Chairman of the Bishops’ Committee to Oversee the Use of the Catechism of the Catholic Church
“Bishop Wuerl does for Catholics today what Ambrose, Cyril, Chrysostom, and Augustine did for the ancient Church. As a bishop-theologian and a born teacher, he reveals the deepest mysteries with such clarity and realism that all can ‘taste and see the goodness of the Lord.’”
—Scott Hahn, Ph.D., Professor of Scripture and Theology, Franciscan University of Steubenville, author of The Lamb’s Supper and Hail, Holy Queen
“Bishop Donald W. Wuerl’s interest in and commitment to the catechetical ministry is well known and appreciated. His previous catechism, The Teaching of Christ: A Catholic Catechism for Adults, was published a decade before the Catechism of the Catholic Church. What strikes me as unique and especially helpful in The Catholic Way: Faith for Living Today is the appealing style of the author.
“Written to introduce the reader to the Catechism of the Catholic Church with the hope that faith in Jesus will be renewed and strengthened, this local catechism is both comprehensive in the materials covered and precise in presentation. The reader will find the probing questions at the end of each chapter helpful for both individual and group reflection. In particular, I found the content, examples, and stories used in such sections as the Fourth Commandment and Medical and Moral Issues especially thought-provoking.
“As today’s leaders in the Church’s educational and catechetical ministries continue efforts to identify, prepare, and support future teachers and catechists, I believe that The Catholic Way: Faith for Living Today will prove to be an invaluable resource. Copies of this catechism will be on my gift list for the young adults in my family.”
—Sister Lourdes Sheehan, RSM, Secretary for Education,
United States Catholic Conference
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Preface



MOST OF THE MATERIAL in this volume is work I was privileged to do over the past seven years as a series of articles for Columbia magazine. Each article dealt with some particular aspect of the Catechism of the Catholic Church. A helpful source is the fourth edition of The Teaching of Christ, edited by Father Ronald Lawler, O.F.M.Cap., Thomas Comerford Lawler, and myself.
Putting together this book, The Catholic Way, has involved editing the Columbia articles and adding new material. But the goal is the same as in those earlier articles: to help unfold the richness of the Catholic faith, found so wonderfully summarized in the Catechism of the Catholic Church.
Part of the challenge is to present in a popular form the teaching contained in what Pope John Paul II called “a compendium of all Catholic doctrine regarding both faith and morals.” He reminded us that the Catechism of the Catholic Church is not intended to replace all other catechisms; rather, “it is meant to encourage and assist in the writing of new local catechisms, which take into account various situations and cultures, while carefully preserving the unity of faith and fidelity to catholic doctrine” (Fidei Depositum).
My hope in preparing this book is that, both for myself and for those who read it, faith in Jesus will be renewed and strengthened. As disciples, we would once again stir up that flame of conversion that turns us to Christ and keeps us focused on him as the center of our lives.
Each chapter, while part of a far larger presentation, has the advantage of giving the reader a short section—built around one issue—to read as time allows. It also provides the reader the opportunity to pick a theme or particular subject for review. But this style of presentation necessarily carries with it a certain amount of repetition. All of the Church’s rich teaching on faith and morals cannot be completely separated into neat subjects. Some overlap is helpful and even necessary.
In his apostolic exhortation The Church in America, Pope John Paul II reminded us that all conversion is a turning from what would lead us away from Christ and a turning back to him. The New Testament uses the word metanoia, which means a change in mentality. Today, we would probably be more comfortable speaking of a change in attitude or vision. In either case, the intention is the same—to change our way of thinking and acting so that our lives are centered on Christ.
In providing these reflections, I have found personally that the review of the teaching of the Church, the teaching of Christ, has continuously challenged me to penetrate more deeply the mystery of what it means to be a follower of Jesus—a person “turned to” Christ—in everything that we say and do.
At the same time, I recognize that not all the readers of this book are necessarily Catholics. One of the marks of this particular moment is the interest in the Catholic Church that many, Christian and non-Christian alike, have shown. If you are one who has come to this volume out of curiosity, I hope you find these reflections helpful. Perhaps you might wish to explore more fully any or all of the areas of the Catholic faith by turning directly to the Catechism itself.
This is the age of the new evangelization. We all know many people who have drifted away from the faith. Our task is to invite them back to the joy and completeness that is union with Christ. The more we know about our faith, the easier it is to share, and the more comfortable we feel about entering into discussion with others.
We are also called to look outward to the wider community and to be a voice of conscience in articulating the word of God and in continuing the ministry of Christ. The need for moral leadership and the obligation to be engaged actively in the formation of public policy are challenges and opportunities for all of us who have been called to be a leaven in society. The more we know of our faith, the more we are likely to cherish and share it. In making these reflections on the Catechism of the Catholic Church, I have been deeply impressed by how committed so many of the faithful are both to learning more about the faith and to living it in a way that realizes all the more God’s kingdom in our lives.
One of the benefits that I found in working on this book was the need to go through every page of the Catechism very carefully. Each time I did, I was impressed once again with the beauty of our faith and its richness. We are truly blessed as members of the Catholic Church to have a compendium of all the Church holds and teaches in matters of faith and morals—and to have it right at our fingertips. Knowing that the Catechism is not a collection of opinions, but an authentic presentation of the faith, makes the use of it all the more satisfying.
A number of people have assisted in the final preparation of this text, and for their work I am most grateful. Michael Aquilina, the editor, has worked diligently to attend to those editorial details that bring continuity and consistency to a series of articles written over many years. I am grateful as well to the Reverend Ronald Lengwin, who has carefully read each of the articles as they were prepared, and who, with Michael Aquilina, has provided the questions at the end of each chapter. A special thank-you to the Reverend Monsignor William Sullivan, who was kind enough to give up the greater part of his vacation to help proofread the text. Finally, I want to recognize the diligence of the Reverend Kris Stubna, who went through the text paragraph by paragraph to assure its conformity with the Catechism of the Catholic Church.
Some of the happiest moments of my life have been associated with teaching the faith—whether in a classroom setting, in an informal gathering, or from the pulpit in the form of a homily. This work found its beginnings in the same spirit. My overriding hope is that, whether I have been successful or not in presenting the content of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the reader of this book will come away with some idea of the richness of the Catholic faith and a desire to know more about it. If that were true for just one person, then this effort over the past seven years would be well worth it.
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CHAPTER 1

What Is a Catechism?



WHAT WILL YOU FIND when you open the Catechism of the Catholic Church?
Basically, you will find what Jesus Christ came to teach and what the Church, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit over twenty centuries, has nurtured, applied, and articulated—the Catholic faith.
It is a wonderful gift to each one of us. The Catechism provides for every believer a summary of what we believe, of the faith that we so deeply cherish. In this little book you hold now, I hope we will deepen our understanding and appreciation of the richness and life-giving character of our Catholic faith as presented in the Catechism of the Catholic Church.
WHY WAS THE CATECHISM WRITTEN?
How did this catechism come about? Its roots go back deep into the Second Vatican Council, which took place from 1962 to 1965. From Pope John Paul II, we learned that “the principal task entrusted to the Council by Pope John XXIII was to guard and present better the precious deposit of Christian doctrine, in order to make it more accessible to the Christian faithful and to all people of good will” (Fidei Depositum).
Since its conclusion, the Second Vatican Council has continued to inspire the Church’s life. Pope John Paul pointed out in 1985 how the council had been a “special grace” for him as a bishop and how as Pope the council was always “the fixed point of reference for all my pastoral activity” (Discourse of January 25, 1985).
But because some of the council documents have been interpreted in different ways, it became apparent that an authoritative compendium of the faith was not only desirable but necessary. In the middle 1970s, I spoke about these problems with Cardinal John Wright, who was then Prefect of the Vatican office responsible for—among other things—catechetics, the teaching of the faith. Out of that discussion came The Teaching of Christ: A Catholic Catechism for Adults, published in 1976 and subsequently revised three times. This catechism, a product of the collaboration and dedicated work of a large number of bishops, scholars, and catechists, was widely used almost immediately and was translated into more than a dozen languages. Yet there was still a need for a catechism for the whole Church.
At an extraordinary assembly of the Synod of Bishops in 1985, Cardinal Bernard Law, Archbishop of Boston, proposed that a new compendium of the faith be drawn up in the light of the teaching of the Second Vatican Council. This new catechism would function as a norm for all catechetical teaching. The idea was immediately and favorably received, and out of it came the decision of Pope John Paul II to create a worldwide commission of cardinals and bishops to produce a catechism for the whole Church—the Catechism of the Catholic Church.
WHAT IS THE CATECHISM FOR?
Essentially a catechism is a means to an end. God gives us the gift of faith, and the Church nurtures and sustains that faith through her teaching and sacramental ministry. A catechism is a tool for those involved in teaching the faith—and we all know how important it is to have the right tool. Whether we work in the yard, in the kitchen, or in the workshop, if we have the right tool the task is a lot easier.
Why is the Catechism of the Catholic Church the right tool for the task of teaching the faith today? First, it is complete. In this long yet somewhat concise book, we find a full survey of the whole body of Catholic teaching on faith and morals.
In an age that has come to think of the teaching of the Church as a cafeteria line where one picks and chooses what one wants to believe, the Catechism is a reminder that the whole meal is necessary for a well-balanced spiritual diet. The Catechism provides completeness.
It is also authentic. Its content is not someone’s opinion about what the Church believes or should believe. It is the true teaching of the Catholic Church proclaimed with authority by those who are responsible for guarding the integrity of the faith. (In the next chapter, we’ll talk more about what it means to teach with authority.) The Catechism of the Catholic Church represents the effort of Pope John Paul II together with the bishops to present a complete and authoritative proclamation of the faith of the Catholic Church today.
THE TEACHING OF JESUS
What does the Catechism rely on for its sources as it presents the faith? It turns to “the teaching of Sacred Scripture, the living tradition in the Church and the authentic magisterium as well as the spiritual heritage of the Fathers and the saints of the Church” (Fidei Depositum 3). The foundation on which the Catechism rests is the teaching of Jesus. That teaching is contained in the pages of Sacred Scripture and the living tradition of the Church, and it is articulated in the magisterium, the teaching office of the bishops. It is also found over centuries in the writings of the Fathers of the Church and its saints, who have lived out the faith in loving response to the will of God. All of these are source material for the faith presented in the new universal catechism.
HOW THE CATECHISM IS ORGANIZED
The Catechism is divided into four sections:
The first section deals with the creed or profession of faith. Here we find the revelation of Jesus that illumines and gives meaning to life.
The second section is devoted to the sacramental life of the Church, or, as it is called, the celebration of the Christian mystery. Here we consider how we express our faith through the sacramental presence of Christ.
The third part is devoted to how we live out in our daily lives the moral obligations of being a follower of Jesus Christ. How do we live in a way that pleases God? How do we become true followers of Jesus? This section unfolds the moral teaching of the Church and our vocation to live in the Holy Spirit.
The final section is devoted to prayer. Here the Catechism uses the petitions of the Our Father to guide us through an understanding of how we should pray and for what should we pray.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church is designed primarily for bishops, so that they will have an authentic source of teaching against which to gauge all catechetical efforts in their particular dioceses. However, this catechism is also for every believer. This present book, The Catholic Way, is meant to introduce you to the Catechism. Each short chapter explains one important idea in the Catechism, and at the end of each chapter are some questions to help you think about how the Catechism applies to your life. We start with the most fundamental ideas, of which the first is the most important question: Where does this Catechism’s authority come from?
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CHAPTER 2

The Bishops: Teachers of the Faith



WE CALL THE Catechism of the Catholic Church “authoritative” or “authentic.” What does that mean?
Both of these words have the same Latin root: auctoritas. They mean that the teaching is more than opinion—it has authority.
JESUS TAUGHT WITH AUTHORITY
In the New Testament, the followers of Jesus marveled that, unlike other teachers, he taught with authority. In Matthew’s gospel, for example, we read: “Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes” (Matthew 7:28–29). Saint Mark recounts how Jesus “entered the synagogue and taught. They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority” (Mark 1:21–22).
Jesus had authority because of who he was. “I am the way, the truth, and the life,” he proclaimed (John 14:6). The truth—the very reality of who Jesus is—is what he shares with us through the Church.
When Jesus was on trial, Pilate asked him, “Are you a king?” Jesus answered, “For this I was born. For this I came into the world to testify to the truth. Anyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice” (John 18:37).
We call the truth that Jesus brings us revelation.
HOW REVELATION COMES TO US
In the early days of salvation history, God made himself known through the prophets. (See Chapter 5 for an explanation of what we mean by “salvation history.”) God did not, however, communicate through them all that God wanted us to know. Finally, God spoke to us “by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the world. He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being . . .” (Hebrews 1:1–3).
This explains why the teaching of Jesus is different from that of any other person. Christ, in his being, his deeds, and his words, is the perfect revelation of the Father. Jesus is God come into our midst to reveal to us the inner life and very word of God. Through him we have learned how we should live.
On our own, none of us could come to know the mind, heart, love, and identity of God because God is so far beyond us. But Jesus came to reveal truth—the truth about God and the truth about ourselves. As God’s word among us, Jesus brings us a message from God that we could not otherwise have. Hence the teaching of Christ—his revelation—is spoken with full authority.
But how does the revelation of God in Jesus Christ continue to come to us?
It comes through the Church. God sent Jesus, and Jesus sent the apostles. And just as the word of God spread through the twelve apostles, so it must continue to be taught through today’s apostles—the bishops. The Church continues to pass on the revelation of truth in the same way it has since the days of the apostles.
Because the teaching of the Church is rooted in the teaching of Christ that has come to us from the apostles, the Church is called “apostolic.” That means it traces its origins to the apostles, and it still maintains continuity with them. It was Christ’s will that his revelation should be preserved always for the salvation of all people. That was why he built his Church on Peter and the other apostles—the Catholic Church, which he protects by his own presence and the gift of the Spirit. It is through this teaching that God’s revelation reaches us. Hence it is called authentic or authoritative teaching.
REVELATION CONTINUES IN THE TEACHING OF THE CHURCH
With the end of the apostolic age, the time of new public revelation came to a close. Since then, the task of the Church has been to hand on the word that had been entrusted to the apostles—the deposit of faith—to grow in it, to nurture its development, and to make it living and effective, a leaven to renew the earth.
We teach that revelation continues today, but only in the sense that the living God remains present to God’s people, caring for them and providing the gifts of grace that enable them to recognize and love God and the good news of the gospel. But we affirm at the same time that Jesus proclaimed the full saving message and gave it to all who would continue after him. Now, as the Second Vatican Council teaches in the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, “no new public revelation is to be expected before the glorious manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ” (see 1 Timothy 6:14 and Titus 2:13) (Dei Verbum 4).
Theologians and scholars teach the word and help the Church to penetrate its full meaning. They are not official teachers in the way that bishops, the successors of the apostles, are; and theologians do not receive with the bishops that “sure gift of truth” (Dei Verbum 8) that apostolic witnesses of faith receive. But they are important companions of faith, for bishops look to scholars for appropriate assistance in understanding divine revelation.
Still other teachers are parents, whom the Second Vatican Council in its Declaration on Christian Education calls “the first and foremost educators of their children” (Gravissimum Educationis 6). Those who teach the faith in schools and in centers of catechetical learning are also very important teachers. They too do not rely on knowledge derived from human scholarship alone, from human philosophies and sciences: they rely on the teaching of Christ. They find a sure guide for their teaching in the voice of the pastors of the Church.
THE NEED FOR AN AUTHORITATIVE TEACHING
In the history of the Church there have always been people who have proclaimed their own interpretation of God’s revelation. From time to time we hear people say “this is really what Jesus meant” and “that part of the teaching doesn’t count, but this is the really important thing.” People continue to make such claims today. They open the Bible, pick out a phrase, and conclude that their interpretation is authentic.
To avoid this confusion and the possibility of misunderstanding God’s word, Jesus chose apostles and charged them and their successors with the responsibility of teaching the true faith, making sure that it is presented clearly and applying it to the problems and needs of the day.
Authentic Catholic faith is never partial or selective. It is always universal. We say “yes” to the whole mystery of the faith and to each of its elements because of our personal faith in God. We believe the truth that God reveals because we believe God, and we believe that God is still teaching in and through the Church. When Peter came to recognize that God was in Christ, he was prepared to believe any word of Christ, for it was clear to him that God is always to be believed. “You have the word of eternal life. We have come to believe and know that you are the holy one of God” (John 6:68–69).
While every Christian shares in the mission of spreading the truth and bearing witness to the gospel, the apostles, as we have noted, had the prime responsibility of guarding, proclaiming, and verifying the gospel message. For this reason the Catechism of the Catholic Church is directed primarily to the bishops, their successors, as an instrument to use in measuring the fidelity of all catechetical materials and as an authentic gauge with an authority rooted in the very revelation of Christ.
JESUS CHRIST STILL TEACHES WITH AUTHORITY
This brings us to the question of what means are available to us if we want to live the gospel and share the good news in a way that is faithful to the message of Jesus. It was precisely in the face of this concern that Pope John Paul II ordered the Catechism of the Catholic Church to be written so that everyone, bishops, priests, deacons, religious, catechists, teachers, and all the faithful would have a complete and authoritative presentation of the faith of the Church.
When we ask ourselves to whom should we turn to teach us about Catholic faith today, our answer ultimately is Jesus Christ! The revelation of Christ lives on in the Church today, which, through the bishops, continues the teaching mission of our Lord. The Catechism of the Catholic Church is a means by which the bishops in union with the Pope present the teaching of Christ with an authentic voice and with the authority of the Lord.
                                 
QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT:
1. When I have questions about the faith, where do I usually go for answers?
2. Who are the teachers in whom I have the most confidence? Where does their authority come from?
3. What are some of the qualities of a true teacher of the faith?
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CHAPTER 3

To Give an Account of Our Faith



ONCE I WAS HELPING a couple prepare for their wedding. They had asked if I would officiate at it, and so I was instructing them about the sacrament of marriage. It was clear that the man was less than thrilled with the opportunity to review his faith. The young lady, however, was eagerly looking forward to the time to brush up on some aspects of her religious education. Finally, she said to him, “You’re not paying attention.”
He said, “Aw, I had all this crammed down my throat when I was in grade school.”
She replied, “Well, not much of it stuck.”
How right you are, I thought. This fine young man was convinced that he knew all he needed to know about faith. He was persuaded that he understood his religion because he had studied his catechism when he was in grade school. Thanks to the wonderful young woman who is now his wife, he came to see that there is a lot more to faith than a recollection of the responses we memorized as children.
“I KNOW MY RELIGION”
As soon as you say, “Let’s talk about our faith,” many people reply, “Oh, I know my religion. I know what the Church teaches.” Yet the more we discuss it the more we find that some people who say they know their faith are really referring to knowledge they received in grade school or elementary CCD programs.
Why do we need to know more about our faith? There are two good and basic reasons to do this: one, so that we can live it more fully; and two, so that we can share it more effectively with others.
We need to know how to live our own faith first. Saint Paul said that as a child you do the things of a child, you are nourished as a child, you play with the toys of a child; but when you become an adult, you put those things aside and assume adult responsibilities (see 1 Corinthians 13:11). Now we have to attain an adult appreciation and understanding of what we believe.
The second part is equally important. We are called to share the faith. If all I have to fall back on are my childhood recollections of what we believe, how can I ever share with other people the fullness and richness of our faith so that it comes alive for them? How can I share the importance of my religion with them if I don’t understand it and can’t explain it myself?
In describing the immense value of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Pope John Paul II pointed out that “it is offered to every individual who asks us to give an account of the hope that is in us (cf. 1 Peter 3:15) and who wants to know what the Catholic Church believes” (Fidei Depositum 3). The Catechism is meant to help us understand our faith better so that we in turn can help others accept the truth of our faith. The classical word for this effort is apologetics—the discipline that is concerned with the defense of or proof for Christianity. Apologetics does not mean “apologizing” for something wrong that we have said or done. It is a manner of clearly and reasonably explaining what we believe so that others will want to share the Catholic faith.
TRYING TO UNDERSTAND
Religious education is a lifelong process. First of all, it begins with the simple recognition that God’s word, the revelation given to us in Jesus Christ, the truth presented to us in Christ, is utterly beyond us. It takes an act of humility to recognize this fact. The act of obeying and accepting the word of God is sometimes described as a “genuflection of the will”: “I may not fully comprehend the mystery of what you are saying, God, but in humility, and recognizing my own limitation, I accept your word.”
The next step is to try to understand. The task of understanding has been the work of the Church for two thousand years. What does it mean to say that Christ came among us, died, rose from the dead, and saved us? What does it mean to profess that we are justified, that we have been redeemed, that someday we will be united to Christ in glory? What does it mean to say that I am obliged now to apply the commandments and the beatitudes, the Sermon on the Mount, and the works of mercy to my daily life? Thus, the Church begins to unfold that revelation for us and to apply it to our daily lives.
REASON ENLIGHTENED BY FAITH
All of Christ’s teaching, all that Jesus has revealed to us, has been under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit—the third person of the Trinity—who constantly leads and guides the Church. The teaching of Christ has also been applied to the problems of every age. Through the Church’s teaching office, represented by the magisterium, the human condition and all the questions it poses have been confronted over and over again under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The solutions that have been offered and that form the Christian moral code are the result of reason enlightened by faith—applying the truth of God’s revelation, but always under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.
It is one of the great gifts of Christ to his people that the Church can benefit from the fruit of two thousand years of examining the human condition under the guidance of the Holy Spirit as it offers a response to each situation. We can turn then both to the pages of Sacred Scripture and to the magisterial interpretation of those words in the living tradition of the Church to understand the teaching of Christ.
The Church has always taken this approach. Centuries ago, at the very beginning of the Christian era, Justin Martyr saw his task as explaining the revelation of Christ to the people of his age—the Roman world—through the words of their culture, the mind-set and frame of references they understood.
In effect, this first great apologist said to the Romans, “Let me tell you what Jesus is all about, but in your words, your language, your categories.” He even wrote to the emperor to prove that what we believe is not only salvific but also logical. His first and second Apology and Dialogue and Aristides’ Apology among others are examples of the effort to help people understand the truth about our faith in their own terms.
The task is the same for the apologists today—to translate the meaning of Christ and his revelation to our age in our categories, in our language, in our frame of reference, so that it can be truly understood and lived.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church is offered to us and to anyone who wants to share what we believe. With its help, we hope we will grasp more profoundly the teaching of Christ and be in a better position to share it with anyone who wants to know why we so much love our Catholic faith.
                                 
QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT:
1. When was the last time I really talked about my faith?
2. When I hear others disparaging the faith, do I keep silent, or do I offer to help them understand it better?
3. What help do I need to become a better “apologist”?
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CHAPTER 4

The Human Capacity for God



GOD CALLS US AND we answer. God speaks to us and we reply. At its core, the profession of faith expressed in such words as “I believe” or “we believe” is a response to God. We refer to God’s word to us as “revelation” and our response as “faith.” The Catechism of the Catholic Church speaks about the human desire for God, the ways we come to know God, the knowledge of God according to the Church, and finally, how we can speak about God.
In the very act of creating us, God has written in our hearts a yearning for fullness and completeness that can only be found in him. “We know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens” (2 Corinthians 5:1). God willed that people should come to perfect fulfillment in eternal life—in union with him. In other words, we are created to be with God, and we will never be happy, whole, or complete until we attain full union with God.
But it was not God’s will simply to create people who had already attained heaven’s happiness; nor, on the other hand, was it his will to create people engaged in a life of endless struggle. God willed that we come to that perfect life through our own volition and cooperation. When God creates us, he gives us both the capacity and the desire to share in his knowledge and presence.
It is this yearning that accounts for the uneasiness, the sense of unfulfillment and dissatisfaction we have if we struggle through life without God. Money, self-satisfaction, power, or other finite realities can be a temporary substitute and provide us with limited happiness. But we know that all these things ultimately fail to bring true peace of mind and contentment of soul. It is for this reason that we say the beginning or seeds of our profession of faith can be found in the human longing for completion, fullness, and satisfaction—for God.
But if we are going to respond to God, we must recognize that it is he who calls us and he who speaks to us. How do we come to know God?
TWO WAYS TO KNOW GOD THROUGH REASON
The Church teaches that God, the beginning and end of all things, can be known with certainty from created things by the natural light of human reason: “For since the creation of the world the invisible things of him are perceived, being understood through the things which have been made” (Romans 1:20). It is the solemn teaching of the Church—reflecting the words of Sacred Scripture—that each of us has a natural ability to know our Maker. As the Catechism of the Catholic Church indicates, the ways of approaching God have two points of departure: the material world and the human person (see section 31 in the Catechism).
Knowing God through his creation
The first signs of the existence of God are visible to us in his creation. The beauty of creation and the wonder of the world in which we live are not only the subject of art and literature. A snail shell, a strand of DNA, a multitude of infinitely different snowflakes—these are also voices that speak to us of a creative power far beyond us, of a God who creates with great order and majesty.
Knowing God from the voice of conscience
At the same time, a reflection on the moral order of the universe can lead us to a natural knowledge of God. When we are aware that our human duties are just and truthful and temperate, we realize that this insistent call to goodness, which we hear in the voice of conscience, is, in fact, a manifestation of the presence of God within us. Sacred Scripture tells us, “When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts” (Romans 2:14–15).
Over the centuries, people of various nations and cultures have come to the knowledge of God by reflection on the physical world and the moral order he created. Philosophers and wise women and men of many nations have pointed out various paths by which people may come to know God, who is the source of all life. People have come to the realization that this world, which bears clear marks of its own transience and finitude, must be caused by One who is the Author of time and of all passing things. The Catechism of the Catholic Church reminds us of this truth. Through human reason, it is possible to know from the world in which we live that God exists.
KNOWING GOD THROUGH REVELATION
However, so that we do not have to rely on our own limited human experience alone, God manifests himself clearly through his own words to us, his revelation. Lest we be confused, God speaks to us directly. After all, even though we might know that God exists by natural human reason alone, we could never come to know who God is without his direct intervention. God is so far beyond us, so transcendent and holy, so eternal and infinite that our limited finite minds and hearts could never grasp the full truth of who God is. We need God’s revelation to enlighten us about those things that exceed our understanding and about those religious and moral values that will guide us surely, directly, and quickly to him.
God reveals himself to us through the events of salvation history and through the words of the prophets. (See the next chapter for more about what we mean by “salvation history.”) Most of all, he has spoken to us through his Son, Jesus Christ. To this voice of God—his revelation—we are called to respond in an act of faith that professes “I believe because you are God who can neither deceive nor be deceived.”
Because God gives us this knowledge through revelation, we are able to speak about him. All human knowledge of God is limited, but we can understand him in relation to creatures and according to our limited human means of thinking and knowing. Hence, we are able to know him as a personal God who works through mighty deeds. We are also able to call God all-knowing, loving, and almighty, as well eternal, changeless, transcendent, and holy—the qualities that characterize his very identity.
God created us capable of responding to his word. That word comes to us in revelation, first in the Old Testament and then in the New Testament, and reaches its fullness in Jesus Christ. Echoes of that word are heard in creation and in our very human nature. All of this is done so that we might respond to God’s loving call with a “yes” of faith—a faith that is firm in its conviction that it is God who speaks to us, and it is God to whom we reply.
                                 
QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT:
1. What things in God’s creation do I find most wonderful?
2. When I hear the “insistent call to goodness,” do I listen? Or do I try to put it out of my mind?
3. If God’s revelation truly comes to us in the Old and New Testaments, have I gotten to know that revelation well enough? What could I do to get to know it better?
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