
Pastor’s page: The Core Teachings of the Catholic Church 

      Catholics of the entire church, East and West, hold in common the doctrinal statements of the 
Nicene-Chalcedonian creed, developed in the fourth and fifth centuries. Nicaea and Chalcedon are on 
the western coast of Turkey, at that time a center for Christianity, along with Rome in the West. The 
doctrinal statements were a compilation of truths meant to end the hundreds of years of conflict in 
Christian history, surrounding the person of Jesus Christ. Who is Jesus of Nazareth? Is he fully human 
or fully divine? The creedal statements were hammered out in intense debate and disagreement. 
They answer pivotal questions, and were meant to unite the church. 

     Millions of Christians who are not part of the Catholic Church, also accept the doctrinal statements 
of the Nicene Creed. Our differing from other Christians revolves around the number and nature of 
the sacraments, the place in our faith of Mary and the Saints, and the primacy of the Pope. In 
ecumenical gatherings that I have been part of over the years as a priest, we have focused on what 
unites us and not what divides us. We have shared prayer together based on our common biblical 
tradition, and our personal encounter with Christ. We have collaborated to promote human rights, 
and bring about justice for people who are being unjustly treated.   

      When a member of a mainline Protestant church (Lutheran, Episcopalian, Methodist, Presbyterian, 
etc.) seeks to become a Catholic, instruction is easy enough concerning Scripture, the person of Jesus 
(incarnation), his resurrection from the dead, and the church as the body of Christ. The difficulty for 
them is found in Catholic private and public devotion to the Blessed Mother and the saints, and the 
Catholic understanding of sacraments. 

      The Second Vatican Council bishops sought to restore the balance in our spirituality. Catholics 
were placing too much emphasis on the communion of saints, the Blessed Mother, and private 
revelation (apparitions at Lourdes, Fatima and Guadalupe), and diminishing the central importance of 
Jesus Christ, and the public revelation of the Holy Scriptures. God has revealed himself directly in His 
Word, sacred Scripture.  Private revelation, like the purported visions of Mary’s appearances to 
various saints, are not given to the church as a whole and there is no obligation for a Catholic to 
accept these revelations. “Private revelations do not have the same authority as public revelation. In 
public revelation it is God himself who speaks to us. Private revelations do not demand faith on the 
part of the church as a whole because such revelations do not belong to the deposit of the faith. It is 
not their role to improve or complete Christ’s definitive revelation, but to help people live more fully 
by it in a certain period of history.” (US bishops) 

      The bishops of the Council emphasized a hierarchy of truths in Catholicism. At the top of the ladder 
of our faith, as we profess in the Creed, is one God, a Trinity of persons. The saints, even Peter and the 
apostles are not mentioned in the Creed. Only Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ is mentioned because 
of the central role she has played in salvation history (“incarnate of the virgin Mary”). But her yes to 
that divine plan came about because of the Son she was soon to bring into the world. She had already 
been penetrated with the Holy Spirit from her conception in her mother’s womb. She was kept free of 
Original Sin because of the Son that she would soon conceive - the Son of God who is true God from 
true God, the second person of the Trinity. 

       Our belief in the holiness of human beings (canonized and unrecognized saints), centers on the 
holiness of Jesus Christ the perfect one. It is because of him and the outpouring of grace that we have 



received in baptism through the Holy Spirit, that God raises up the lowly; you and me. Our faith is 
Christ centered (Christocentric). We are all called to be saints, by the power of God given to us in our 
baptism! 

      “…devotions should be so drawn up that they harmonize with the liturgical seasons, accord with 
the sacred liturgy, are in some fashion derived from it, and lead the people to it, since in fact, liturgy 
by its very nature far surpasses any of them.” (Second Vatican Council). “Unlike the sacraments 
themselves, popular devotions cannot be traced directly back to the ministry of Jesus and the practice 
of the Apostles…. Some devotions, such as the rosary and scapulars, have come down to us as 
adaptations of the practices of religious orders.” (US Catholic bishops) 

      When our praying of the rosary, prayer before the Blessed Sacrament, praying with Scripture, 
novena prayers, etc., lead us to encounter Jesus Christ, then they are wonderfully effective. As St. 
John Paul II has written: “These and other forms of popular piety are an opportunity for the faithful to 
encounter the living Christ.”  That transformative encounter leads us to works of mercy on behalf of 
others -or it is empty devotion. 

      The Eucharist remains the center of our life as Catholics, and popular devotions cannot substitute 
for the liturgy. All prayer must lead us to love of Christ; and his presence in the Word, and in the bread 
and wine that becomes His Body and Blood at the banquet table of the Eucharist. “Unless you eat this 
bread, and drink this cup, you do not have life within you.” 

Peace, Father Bruce 


