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CHAPTER 1
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“A BORE,”
  I SWORE
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I WAS THE kind of first-year graduate student who believed in his own resume. I had arrived, on scholarship, at a prestigious evangelical seminary after a stellar undergraduate career—and in the first semester of my master’s program, I’d scored straight As.
It was second semester now, and I walked the scenic hundred acres of Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary as if they were my inheritance. Beside me walked my bright and beautiful bride, who was also a graduate student. Kimberly and I were newlyweds, and when I held forth on any subject, her face radiated love, intelligent interest, and, usually, perfect agreement. Her loveliness and her love for me seemed a visible sign of God’s blessing upon my life—and a seal on my high self-estimation.
No one was as sure of the law of gravity as I was sure of the soundness of my judgments.
One afternoon, Kimberly and I were leaving class when we saw a friend of ours in the building’s vestibule. George was a good fellow. He was a highly motivated student, like me. And he considered himself a staunch Calvinist, though I rated myself even stauncher. George was also a voracious reader, like me. So whenever I saw him with new books, I’d ask him for titles. That afternoon, he was carrying books. “So, George, what are you reading,” I asked, “anything good?”
His eyes lit up. “Yes, Scott!” And he shook a book out from the middle of the pile. “Calvin on the sacraments.”
I took the book and looked at its drab cover: Calvin’s Doctrine of the Word and Sacraments, by Ronald S. Wallace. As surely as George’s eyes lit up, mine must have dimmed. I handed it back to him and blurted out the first thing that came to my mind: “Frankly, George, sacraments bore me.”
I was merely speaking honestly. Though I didn’t care to admit it, I often found myself distracted in church, my mind wandering, when the time came to administer baptism or the Lord’s Supper. Ritual was not the thing that got me up early and kept me up late. I was hungry for dynamic biblical teaching and preaching; and sacraments suggested, to my mind at least, the exact opposite: a mechanical way of approaching religion—ritualistic, ceremonial, bordering on superstitious.
In any event, the sacraments were peripheral to most Protestant discussions of salvation and justification, the matters that really interested me.
Sacraments—well, frankly, they bored me, and I said so.
Bored Again
I hadn’t meant to say anything rude or scandalous. But I could see right away that I had. No one responded. Kimberly just arched an eyebrow in silent shock. George took his book back with a polite smile and a shrug and said he had to be going.
Kimberly and I continued out the door and on to dinner. I asked her why my simple statement had been such an immediate conversation-stopper.
She looked at me with a pained smile and repeated what I had said: “Sacraments…bore me.” After a pause, she added, “Scott, I don’t think it’s safe to say that.”
It helped that she was a pastor’s daughter. She went on to explain that, no matter how I felt about the sacraments, it was clear from the Scriptures that Jesus Christ had established both baptism and the Lord’s Supper. She reminded me that, in the previous semester, one of my favorite professors, M. G. Kline, an Old Testament scholar, had convinced us to see the sacraments as “covenant oaths” that sealed and renewed our personal relationship with Jesus Christ. To dismiss these oaths was to flirt with ingratitude and maybe even blasphemy.
Kimberly brought my lesson to a close with a smile and a pun. “Don’t be surprised, Scott,” she said, “when you go before the Lord, if you discover that sacraments truly ‘bore’ you—all the way to heaven!”
I wasn’t so sure. But still, I’d begun to trust her intuitions. After finding a copy of the book that George was reading, I discovered why he was so excited. Over the following months, I found myself learning more about the sacraments in dynamic terms. I started to see their drama, passion, grandeur, splendor, promise, and power.
I soon ranked the Wallace book among my favorites. A few years later, when I was a Protestant minister teaching in a Protestant seminary, I even used it as a course textbook.
Signs, Signs, Everywhere a Sign
My education in the sacraments was only beginning. As a Protestant, I recognized only two of the seven sacraments observed by the Catholic Church: baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and I knew them only in a limited way, as Calvinist doctrine stops far short of the “realism” that marks the Catholic tradition of the sacraments.
Still, as I read the Bible, I began to glimpse something more. Since Kimberly had shaken me out of my complacency, I was struck by certain details I had always glossed over. Now I noticed that God had a particular and characteristic way of dealing with His people down through the ages. He made covenants with them, and He always sealed those covenants not with an abstract lecture on the nature of salvation, obligation, and law but with an outward sign, a physical sign. When God made His covenant with Noah, He set a rainbow in the sky as a “sign of the covenant” (Gen 9:12). When God made His covenant with Abraham, He instructed the patriarch to have “every male among you…circumcised” (Gen 17:10). When God made His covenant with Moses, Moses extended it to the people by sprinkling them with the blood of sacrificial animals: “Behold the blood of the covenant which the Lord has made with you” (Ex 24:8).
These words and signs in the Old Testament would come to fulfillment in the New Testament. Jesus would speak of His saving work as a “new covenant in My blood” (Lk 22:20), and He would announce this at the moment He established the sacrament of the Eucharist, or the “Lord’s Supper,” as we Presbyterians called it.
Moreover, Jesus spoke of the sacraments as essential to salvation. Of baptism, He said, “unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (Jn 3:5). Of the Eucharist, He said, “unless you eat of the flesh of the Son of man and drink His blood, you have no life in you” (Jn 6:53).
The sacraments, then, were anything but boring. They were actions with ultimate consequences. They were matters of life and death, heaven or hell. God Himself spoke of them only in the most dramatic of terms. Jesus’ apostles remained faithful to His example, and they too put matters starkly. St. Paul warned that Christians who lacked proper reverence for the sacraments brought divine judgment upon themselves and were justly punished with illnesses and even death (see 1 Cor 11:29–30). Kimberly had good reason, then, to wonder about the safety of someone who belittled the sacraments, especially when that someone was an aspiring theologian—and her husband.
Get Real
Because of a providential encounter with a fellow student, I learned to read the Scriptures in a new way, a sacramental way. And I could not help but be changed by the sacramental story I began to piece together. The Bible, in both the Old and New Testaments, seemed to speak of God’s sacraments with a powerful realism. These actions were symbolic, but they were more than just symbols. They were memorials, but they were not just reminders. They were rites of passage, but they were more than just rituals. The sacraments were divine actions on the order of the creation of the universe. They marked the moments in history—world history, salvation history, and personal history—when God was making a new start with His people.
This idea pervaded the Scriptures. And Kimberly and George seemed to hold it instinctively; that’s what made them wince when I professed my boredom with sacraments. Yet, as I studied the matter, I was troubled that I could not find support for such “sacramental realism” in the works of my Protestant forebears or their most ardent contemporary followers.
It should have been easy, then, for me to dismiss my “discovery” as a fantasy, a false reading. But I soon began to find that sacramental realism expressed in other, unexpected places. I found it everywhere, for example, in the writings of the earliest Christian writers, the fathers of the Church. The founder of my particular kind of Protestantism, John Calvin, had placed a high value on the testimony of the fathers. So I felt comfortable approaching them for light on the Scriptures. I began to notice, however, that the early-Christian view of the sacraments was anything but Calvinist—yet it seemed to be more compatible with the Bible.
My reading in the fathers eventually led me out of the ancient world, as I found the biblical teaching on the sacraments reflected in the place I least expected: the teaching and practice of the Roman Catholic Church.
Since being “born again” as a teenager, I had been a devoted son of the Protestant Reformation. Indeed, I longed for the day when I would preach the Gospel from a pulpit in a Presbyterian church. I believed the doctrines of Calvin and Luther—and their rejection of Catholicism—to be a recovery of true biblical principles. Everything I knew about Catholic doctrine I had learned second- or third-hand, from the Catholic Church’s opponents.
Worshipping with Heart
But I was about to learn the truth, a truth that many millions of holy and humble souls had learned long before me. It was a truth that even some Protestant theologians had reluctantly come to admit. The nineteenth-century Lutheran scholar Julius Wellhausen said that “Protestant worship is at bottom Catholic worship…with the heart taken out of it.” That heart, said the Catholic theologian Karl Adam, is “the Catholic’s experience of reality in the great Mystery, his assurance that in it the grace of Christ really and truly enters our world of space and time and touches his soul.”
Karl Adam summed up the principle as “the idea of real divine grace sacramentally conveyed”—in baptism, in the Mass, in confession, in confirmation, in marriage, in the ordination of priests, and in the anointing of the sick. He called it, succinctly, “the Catholic sacramental idea.” He could just as accurately have called it “the biblical sacramental idea.”
In a matter of a few years, I would admit that the two were identical, and I would be received into the Catholic Church. In a few more years, my wife, Kimberly, would follow.
We found in the sacraments what Catholics take in with mother’s milk. After much searching, we found the biblical and Catholic “sacramental idea” that ordinary parishioners learn from earliest infancy, as they see the sights, hear the sounds, taste the flavors, feel the texture, and smell the aromas of the seven sacraments. God makes His covenant with Catholic Christians—as He did with Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David—using material signs: water and oil, bread and wine, a touch of the hands upon the shoulders, an audible word of blessing.
Still, I wouldn’t be surprised, today, to learn that more than a few Catholics feel what I felt, so long ago, as a Calvinist. They find sacraments boring, but only because they haven’t learned (or perhaps they’ve forgotten) the splendor and the drama of Christ’s saving doctrine. They’ve stopped noticing how the sacraments have borne them up till now and promise to bear them to heaven.
On a winter afternoon, on the lovely grounds of that New England seminary, Kimberly and George had given me a first lesson, a basic lesson, in the meaning of the sacraments. I had prided myself as a prodigy in theology. God showed me that I was still a beginner and that I had much learning and growing to do.
There were many more lessons to come, and those are the lessons that fill the rest of these pages. Some I learned from books. Some I learned through experience, conversation, and tears.
In the Catholic Church, I learned what sacraments really are and how Christ established them. I learned that at the heart of every biblical covenant there is a solemn and sacramental oath. I learned that these oaths contained real power to change lives and change history. And I learned that the sacraments still pack that power today.

CHAPTER 2
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SIGNS AND
  MYSTERIES
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MY NEWFOUND INTEREST in the sacraments required constant feeding with books. I was building up, quite laboriously, to the doctrine that my Catholic contemporaries had learned in simple formulas in their religion classes. The Baltimore Catechism summed it up for American parishes a generation ago: “A sacrament is an outward sign instituted by Christ to give grace…. The sacraments receive their power to give grace from God, through the merits of Jesus Christ.”
There’s a lot packed into those few words, but by themselves they’re not enough to bear a Calvinist, or even a Catholic, out of his boredom with sacramental rituals. Indeed, those old definitions are themselves most useful as signs. They point us to the mystical heights and doctrinal depths of sacramental theology, but they don’t take us there. They’re meant to be a beginning, but they’re a necessary beginning. We need to read those signs carefully so that we arrive safely at our destination, and by the most direct route. So, in this chapter, we’ll review the Church’s basic teaching on the sacraments.
Power Lines
The Catechism of the Catholic Church had not yet been written when I first began to research the sacraments. It is an enormous advantage to us as we approach the sacraments today.
The traditional definition is very good, as far as it goes. But it doesn’t really explain fully what sacraments are. The Baltimore Catechism explained where sacraments come from: They are instituted by Christ. It explained what they do: They give grace, which is a share in God’s life. But it did not explain what sacraments are other than that they are “outward signs”—a somewhat circular definition.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church reaches into the Scriptures to assemble a more engaging definition: “Sacraments are ‘powers that come forth’ from the Body of Christ, which is ever-living and life-giving. They are actions of the Holy Spirit at work in His Body, the Church. They are ‘the masterworks of God’ in the new and everlasting covenant” (n. 1116).
In just a few words, this definition evokes some of the memorable moments of Jesus’ ministry: the moments when He healed people. In the press of a crowd, Jesus said, “Someone touched Me; for I perceive that power has gone forth from me” (Lk 8:46), and immediately the anonymous woman was cured of her chronic hemorrhage. “And all the crowd sought to touch Him, for power came forth from Him and healed them all” (Lk 6:19).
This, it seems, is the essence of Jesus’ ministry. “God so loved the world” that He “became flesh and dwelt among us” (Jn 3:16, 1:14). He had a human body, so that we could see Him and touch Him; and through His touch, He brought healing to “all the crowd.” His physical cures win our attention, but these are not His most important works. He Himself subordinated these miracles to the spiritual miracle of salvation from sins. On one occasion, He made the matter clear: “Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise, take up your pallet and walk’?” (Mk 2:9). The answer is supposed to be obvious to us.
Jesus came to bring salvation, a word that, in the ancient languages, is synonymous with health and safety. His physical cures were “outward signs” of a deeper and more lasting spiritual healing. Presumably, all of the people He cured during His ministry eventually died. Presumably, then, their physical cure was of secondary importance, subordinate to an enduring healing, a spiritual healing, that would survive even the death of the body.
Though His healings were primarily spiritual, Jesus still worked them by physical means—by anointing a man with mud and spittle (Jn 9:6–7), by His spoken words (Mk 10:52), or merely by making eye contact (Lk 22:61).
Why would God manifest His power by such ordinary, earthy means? He did not need to become a man in order to work miracles. God can and He does work wonders from heaven. It was not for His sake that He took flesh, but for ours. He made us, and so He knows that we human beings learn through sensible signs, sensory data. You know the old saying: Seeing is believing. It is possible, of course, to believe without seeing, but God is willing to accommodate our human condition to a remarkable degree (see Jn 20:24–29).
What’s more, He intended His work not just for His small number of contacts in an obscure land, in the brief time of His ministry. He wanted everyone to experience His presence and His healing touch. He established the Church on earth so that He could extend His incarnation through time and space. Thus He commanded His priests to celebrate the sacraments with Him—through all time—on earth. Baptize all nations, He told the apostles (see Mt 28:19). And of the Eucharist He said, “Do this in remembrance of Me” (1 Cor 11:24). The rest of the New Testament testifies that the apostles did as He had commanded. When they established the Church in a new place, they baptized, they gathered for the Eucharist, they ordained priests, they anointed the sick.
By the power of the Holy Spirit, the Church has continued to do the works of God incarnate. The Church is His living body (1 Cor 12:12–27, Col 1:24, Rom 12:5) and power comes forth from it, from the day of Pentecost “to the close of the age” (Mt 28:20).
The sacraments have an impressive historical pedigree, but they do not depend upon it. For they are the actions not merely of priests who come and go, but of Jesus Christ Who lives. We do not speak of Him in the past tense, as if He were a figure we read about in books of ancient history. We say “Jesus is risen,” and we meet Him alive in the sacraments. We celebrate the sacraments—we “do this”—because this is what He wants us to do. Jesus Himself established the sacraments as the ordinary means of extending salvation to each and every person.
The Science of Signs
Why did Jesus choose to communicate His salvation through signs? Because that is the way humans express themselves.
A sign is something used to represent something else. All words are signs, but words are not the only signs. A flag, for example, represents a country. Our respect for the flag does not arise from the value of the cloth. The honor we show the flag symbolizes our respect for the country. When protesters want to show their disrespect for a country, they sometimes will deface or destroy its flag.
A sign is a visible symbol of something that’s invisible at the moment. We can see a flag, but we cannot see the entire country, much less the ideals embodied by the nation’s government. The flag is the symbol of the country, its people, and its principles.
A sign reveals something about the object it represents. A United States flag shows, by its fifty stars, that there are fifty states in the union; the red stripes memorialize those who died in serving their country; the white stripes stand for purity; and blue symbolizes heaven.
Yet a sign also conceals much about the object it represents. For signs and things remain distinct. A flag is not a country; and even though we might spend years studying the flag, the nation itself will elude definition. The nation, in a sense, is a mysterious reality—a mystery.
A sacrament is like other signs, but also unlike them.
Like other signs, a sacrament signifies invisible realities, but its symbolic value is infinitely richer. Consider the baptism of a baby. The infant is three times washed in water while a priest or deacon pronounces a blessing. The washing represents the forgiveness of sins. The triple immersion in water, moreover, symbolizes Christ’s burial for three days; in baptism, all Christians participate in Christ’s saving death (see Rom 6:3). Yet the emergence from water also signifies the baby’s resurrection with Christ—a new birth to divine life (see Tit 3:5).
And there is still more. Baptism evokes many scenes from the Bible, not least the baptism of Jesus (Mk 1:9–11). The blessing of the water signifies the Spirit moving over the waters at the moment of creation (Gen 1:2). The washing is a sign of the cleansing waters of the great flood (Gen 7–9); the passing of Israel through the Red Sea (Ex 14:21–22); the river flowing through the heavenly Jerusalem (Rev 22:1); and much more.
Sacramental signs represent many realities all at once—or at least a many-faceted divine reality.
Into the Mysteries
But there is a more important way in which sacraments differ from other signs, and we hinted at it in the last chapter, when we spoke of the Church’s sacramental realism. For sacraments are symbols, but they are not merely symbols. They are symbols that genuinely convey the reality they signify.
All other signs remain distinct from the things they signify. Only sacraments bring about what they signify. Ordinary signs convey an idea about something. Sacramental signs convey the sacred reality itself.
There can be no more perfect communication than this. Only God could express Himself in this way.
To describe the sacraments as “mysteries” seems like stating the obvious, almost a redundancy. Indeed, for the early Christians, the two words, “sacrament” and “mystery,” were synonyms. If there is a shade of difference, it is this: The word “sacrament” emphasizes the visible sign; the word “mystery” emphasizes the invisible reality (see CCC, n. 1075). The word “mystery” continues to be the preferred term in the Christian churches of the East.
In preaching on the sacraments in the year 445, Pope Leo the Great said, “What was visible in our Savior has passed over into His mysteries.”
Social Graces
The sacraments, then, could only be divine actions, works of Christ. He has, however, entrusted the sacraments to the Church. He made His priests to be “stewards of the mysteries of God” (1 Cor 4:1).
Even so, when a priest celebrates the sacraments, his work is secondary to that of Jesus Christ. Thus, the sacraments do not depend upon the strength, the skill, the intelligence, the eloquence, or even the holiness of the individual priest. For it is Christ who acts—though through His unworthy minister—in every sacrament. St. Augustine put it in a memorable way: “When Peter baptizes, it is Christ Who baptizes…. When Judas baptizes, it is Christ Who baptizes.” Elsewhere he said it still more bluntly: “Those whom a drunkard baptized, those whom a murderer baptized, those whom an adulterer baptized, if it was the baptism of Christ, were baptized by Christ.”
Every sacrament produces its effects by the power of Christ alone, and not at all by our own labors or the labors of our priest. The Latin theological term for this is ex opere operato—literally, “by the very fact of the action’s being performed”—which denotes its intrinsic power and efficacy (see CCC, n. 1128).
The effect of the sacraments, however, depends upon how well we are disposed to receive them. Christ always gives grace in the sacraments; but we must have the right motives and conditions for receiving that grace.
These are very important principles to keep in mind. There was a time, before I was a Catholic, when I looked upon sacraments as mechanical or magical actions. I believed Catholics were misguided in thinking that mere rituals could manipulate God. But I was wrong about all of this. For it was Christ Who established the sacraments, and He did so for our sake. We do not force His hand when we celebrate the rites. We cannot manipulate God. Nor can we grab hold of divine life if we are not disposed to live it.
God established the sacraments because He knows our needs. He loves like a Father, and He leads us like a master teacher. Why else would He command us to “do this” and to baptize—to go through the motions of a ritual?
I, too, am a father and a teacher, and sometimes I think I glimpse what God is doing. At home, I teach my younger children to say “please” if they ask for anything, even if they’re asking for something I’m certain to give them. (“Please pass the spinach.”) I do this for their good, because the exercise builds up good outward habits and inward dispositions. What’s more, unless they go through the exercise, they will almost certainly grow up lacking certain virtues—certain social “graces.” They will be impolite, and so incapable of many joys of human society. In a similar way, the sacramental rituals strengthen us in the divine grace we need to enjoy the divine society, the communion of saints.
Rituals are important in the natural order, and sacramental rituals work supernatural marvels ex opere operato. But the priests who celebrate these sacraments are not magicians. They are fathers, and they are stewards of Christ’s mysteries. This is one reason why the Church concerns itself with the “form” and “matter” used in its sacramental rites. The Church exercises good stewardship by ensuring that the rites retain their value as signs, so that they can accurately communicate the doctrine and the reality intended by Jesus Christ. Thus, no priest may change the ritual form or use different matter—for example, by baptizing in wine instead of water, or saying Mass with rice bread instead of wheat, or by improvising his own liturgical text. The sacraments belong to Christ, and they are entrusted to the Church. The Catholic clergy are their ministers and stewards.
God gave us sacraments because He knows we need them, He knows how we learn, He knows how to Father.
It’s All Good
The sacraments are built upon the theological principle that creation is good. God made the world, and He saw that what He made was “very good” (Gen 1:31). It isn’t just the spiritual side of human life that is good while the material, physical life is evil. That view has always been rejected by the Church as heresy. Christians believe that all creation is good, as God made it.
Sin radically affected all creation, both spiritually and materially, but it did not destroy nature’s goodness. Indeed, how did Christ accomplish our redemption? It was precisely by taking upon Himself human nature—not just a spiritual human soul, but also a physical human body. He took on our flesh in the Incarnation and He resurrected that flesh, as well; and that flesh and blood, that very human body, is enthroned in glory in heaven.
Our Savior did not despise living in a virginal womb for nine months, as physical as that was, or nursing at His mother’s breast for three years, or growing up as a young child, or growing tired, weeping, and bleeding as a grown man. Why? Because Jesus Christ Who is the Redeemer of the world is also the Creator. So the one Who made matter and spirit redeems matter and spirit; and He uses matter and spirit to redeem us, as well. In His earthly life and in His sacramental mysteries, Jesus Christ, the Creator and Redeemer of the world, uses matter, physical reality, to accomplish our redemption.
The Church is the extension of Christ’s incarnation, and that extension takes place through the sacraments. God does extraordinary things through ordinary means. He uses the natural to do the supernatural, the human to accomplish the divine. So the sacraments, in sum, constitute the very heart of the Catholic faith and worship.
Yet, as great as the sacraments are, they are not permanent institutions. They are our participation now in a life we hope one day to know more fully. When Christ comes in glory, all sacraments will cease. Now we know Him through signs, as through a glass darkly (1 Cor 13:12). Then we will see Him as He is (1 Jn 3:2), and we will have no need of signs.
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