
– A Reason To Believe – 
The Catholic Church 

 

G.K. Chesterton once noted, “The difficulty in explaining ‘why I am a Catholic’ is that there are ten thousand 
reasons all amoun�ng to one reason:  that Catholicism is true.”  The Catholic Church is historically and       
undeniably the one Church founded by Jesus Christ 2,000 years ago.  An imperfect vessel, it has yet guarded 
the truth of Jesus through the changing ages, whether in or out of style.  As Jesus proclaimed to the Apostle 
Simon Peter, “…., you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my Church, and the gates of hell shall not  
prevail against it.”  (Mt 16:18) 
 

A�er his resurrec�on, Jesus commissioned his apostles, “All power in heaven and on earth has been given to 
me.  Go, therefore, and make disciples of all na�ons, bap�zing them in the name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded of you.  And behold, I am 
with you always, un�l the end of the age.”  (Mt 28:18-19)  Likewise, the gospel of John recounts the           
resurrected Jesus’ mee�ng with the apostles in the upper room:  “[Jesus] said to them again, ‘Peace be with 
you.  As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’  And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to 
them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.  Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are   
retained.”  (Jn 20:21-23) 
 

Jesus’ Church manifested shortly a�er his ascension, when the apostles were filled with the Holy Spirit on 
the day of Pentecost. (Acts, 2:1-4)  The Spirit had been previously promised to them by Jesus:  “And I will ask 
the Father, and he will give you another Advocate to be with you always, the Spirit of truth, which the world 
cannot accept, because it neither sees nor knows it.  But you know it, because it remains with you, and will 
be in you.”  (Jn 14:16-17)  Jesus also said that “… when he comes, the Spirit of truth, he will guide you to all 
truth.” (Jn 16:13)  The apostles and presbyters noted the presence of the Holy Spirit in the decisions they 
made at the first Church Council in Jerusalem about 48 A.D. (Acts 15:28)  Like the authority granted by Jesus, 
the Spirit con�nues to guide and protect the truth of Christ in the Catholic Church through its unbroken line 
of apostolic succession to the present day. 
 

This apostolic succession, which is integral to the true Church of Christ, was widely acknowledged early on.  
For example, Pope St. Clement I, a disciple of Peter and bishop of Rome, wrote to the Corinthians in           
approximately 80 A.D.: 
 

The Apostles received the gospel for us from the Lord Jesus Christ …. they went forth in the 
complete assurance of the Holy Spirit, preaching the good news that the Kingdom of God is 
coming.   Through the countryside and city they preached; and they appointed their earliest 
converts, tes�ng them by the spirit, to be the bishops and deacons of future believers. 

***** 

…. having received perfect foreknowledge, [the apostles] appointed those who have already 

been men�oned, and a�erwards added the further provision that, if they should die, other 
approved men should succeed to their ministry.  

 

Saint Igna�us, bishop of An�och and a follower of the Apostle John, wrote seven le�ers in approximately 
110 A.D. on his way to his own Chris�an martyrdom in Rome (he was sentenced to the beasts in the arena).  

Throughout these le�ers he noted the authority and essen�al importance of the clergy on account of their 
apostolic origin.  For example, in his Le�er to the Smyrnaeans, he wrote: 



You must all follow the bishop as Jesus Christ follows the Father, and the presbytery as you 
would the Apostles.  Reverence the deacons as you would the command of God.  Let no one 
do anything of concern to the Church without the bishop.  Let that be considered a valid      
Eucharist which is celebrated by the bishop, or by one who he appoints.  Wherever the bishop 
appears, let the people be there; just as wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church.  

 

Saint Irenaeus, a disciple of Saint Polycarp, who was also taught by the Apostle John, observed this             
succession in his trea�se Against Heresies (circa 190 A.D.):  “And we are in a posi�on to enumerate those 
who were ins�tuted bishops by the Apostles, and their successors to our own �mes ….. to whom they    
handed on their authority.”  Regarding the primacy of the Church in Rome, he noted: 
 

… the succession of the bishops of the greatest and most ancient Church known to all,    
founded and organized at Rome by the two most glorious Apostles, Peter and Paul, that 
Church which has the tradi�on and the faith which comes down to us a�er having been       
announced to men by the Apostles.  For with this Church, because of its superior origin, all 
Churches must agree, that is, all the faithful in the whole world; and it is in her that the     
faithful everywhere have maintained the Apostolic tradi�on.  

 

Irenaeus also noted that the fullness of Christ’s truth is held and safeguarded by the Church:  “…. it is not 
necessary to seek among others the truth which is easily obtained from the Church.  For Apostles, like a rich 
man in a bank, deposited with her most copiously everything which pertains to the truth; and everyone  
whosoever wishes draws from her the drink of life.  For she is the entrance to life, ….”  He added, “The 
preaching of the Church truly con�nues without change and is everywhere the same, and has the tes�mony 
of the Prophets and the Apostles and all their disciples.  …. that in which we have faith is a firm system       
directed to the salva�on of men; and, since it has been received by the Church, we guard it.”  Despite its   
human flaws, errors, and sins, the Church, with the Holy Spirit, honors this trust.         
 

Fi�een hundred years a�er the Church’s founding, the Protestant Reforma�on caused many persons to split 
from the Church over clerical abuses both real and imagined, and in doing so sought to reject the doctrines 
that would contravene their departure.  They also charged that the Church had lapsed a�er the Roman     
Emperor Constan�ne ended its persecu�on in 313 A.D. and it therea�er became the dominant Church in the 
Roman Empire.  Although mostly well-inten�oned, these efforts ignored both the protec�on of the Holy  
Spirit who indwells the Church, and the broad recogni�on by the early Church – as illustrated above – of    
apostolic succession as the source of the Church’s authority and sacramental charisms conferred upon its 
bishops, priests, and deacons.  This broad recogni�on was pronounced by the earliest Chris�ans in the infant 
persecuted Church, hundreds of years before Constan�ne’s edict.          
 

Protestan�sm has since splintered into tens of thousands of denomina�ons that disagree with the Church 
and with each other.   Saint Paul taught, however, that “There is one body and one Spirit …. one Lord, one 
faith, one bap�sm.” (Eph 4:4-5)  Indeed, this splintering opposes Jesus’ own prayer “for those who will       
believe in me through their word, so that they may all be one, …” (Jn 17:20-21)  
 

While truth is not confined solely to the Catholic Church, there uniquely is its fullness.  This is no boast or 
cause for arrogance, but is rather a call for humble gra�tude for the gi� of our faith, for fidelity to the Church 
as family, and for the reconcilia�on of our doubts and objec�ons with its deposit of truth.  It also importantly 
calls us in many ways to pass the torch of our faith on to each new genera�on. 
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