
 

 

 

  

 

Creed: The Ladder 
of Faith 
The First Major Rung of the Ladder of Ascent in the Catechism 

Copyright: Sean Innerst 
8-19-2024 
 

 



Ladder of Ascent – Sean Innerst 

1 
 

Introduction - About Ladder of Ascent 
 
Ladder of Ascent is the fruit of many years of teaching the content of the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church to young people and adults in a variety of catechetical settings. That experience 

has taught me that the Catechism can be a remarkably effective tool for introducing new 

Christians to the faith of the Church, as well as for helping to deepen the faith of confirmed 

Catholics. It may seem daunting to read the Catechism at first, but its structure and content are 

not beyond the grasp of the average person—especially when certain guiding principles have 

been explained and the course of the journey of ascent it describes have been mapped out ahead 

of time. 

 

For this series of books, that sort of journey metaphor is important. In fact, it isn't a mere 

metaphor at all, a journey of ascent is exactly what it charts out. Catholicism is not just a body of 

propositions, of "faith facts" to be learned, it is a journey that one undertakes in faith. There are 

certainly vital doctrines that we hold as Catholics, and the Catechism is very much taken up with 

disclosing those. But our faith is directed toward a Person, Jesus Christ, whom we profess to be 

the Way, the Truth, and the Life. This series of four books, based upon the content of the 

Catechism, while helping you to understand the truths of our faith more deeply, seeks to 

emphasize the way and the life of faith, too, so that the truths of faith might be more fully 

embraced. 

 

One of the fundamental convictions behind this series is that the faith is best understood as a 

journey of ascent and that this same principle is clearly disclosed in the structure and content of 

the Catechism itself. That the Catechism maps out a journey shouldn't be surprising, if we 

recognize that the human story of our struggle to enter covenant relationship with God that we 

call the Bible describes just such a journey too. The life of faith instituted by Christ in His 

Church is the sequel to that biblical story and the continuation of that journey. 

 

Therefore, the goal of this catechetical series is not only to teach the content of the faith but also 

to encourage and equip people to live it in a new way, to undertake a journey to a new land of 

freedom and truth, and to make new commitments to the love of God and neighbor in answer to 

the call of Christ. You will be invited to study, to read, to pray, and to share your journey of faith 

with others. These books will invite you to participate more fully and deeply in the sacraments, 

to live the moral teachings of the Church more faithfully and to commit to an active love of God 

in prayer.  

 

In short, the journey of ascent through the Catechism that this series asks you to consider taking 

proposes that you change, grow, and even strive for holiness. Those who have already 

undertaken this journey are happy (or, more accurately, blessed) for having done so and you can 

have every confidence that you will be, too.  
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An added feature of this study of the Catechism, which you are encouraged to read in full as you 

read Ladder of Ascent, is that each chapter is also tied to the last universal catechism published 

by the Church after the Council of Trent in 1566, called The Roman Catechism, as well as the 

smaller, summary version of the Catechism called the Compendium. Some readers may want to 

read the older Tridentine catechism to get a sense of the continuity of the Church’s catechetical 

tradition, while others may want an easier and more compact treatment of the faith as found in 

the Compendium version of the newer Catechism.  

 

Although the Catechism will supply the map of the journey of ascent in its details, it is important 

that you get at least a rough idea of the pattern of the Ladder of Ascent before beginning. While it 

is true, as the song has it, that we walk by faith and not by sight, we are not generally asked to 

walk blindly. God has spent the whole of history giving us lights to guide our journey back to 

Him. These signal beacons (such as the patriarchs and prophets, Christ Himself, the Fathers, 

Doctors and Saints of the Church and now, even the Catechism) have been provided to make our 

steps sure, so that we aren't left to wander. 

 

A clear pattern to the journey of ascent can be seen in the Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

That pattern includes the journey's origin and destination, which is God; the path our journey of 

ascent will take, which is determined by God's plan for us; and the economy or history of 

salvation by which His plan is actually accomplished. We will look at these three facets of the 

journey in closer detail in Chapter one, but, first, we need to understand why we call this journey 

in faith the Ladder of Ascent. 

 

The Journey of Faith as a Ladder of Ascent 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see the heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and 

descending upon the Son of man.” John 1:51. 

This evocative text is from the first chapter of the Gospel of John. Jesus Christ here tells a man 

named Nathanael, who has just given voice to his new-found conviction that Jesus is “Son of 

God” and “King of Israel,” that He is the fulfillment of an ancient dream-prophesy of the 

Patriarch Jacob, father of the people of twelve tribes of Israel. In the 28th chapter of the first book 

of the Bible we read: 

Jacob left Beersheba and went toward Haran. And he came to a certain place, and stayed 

there that night, because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it 

under his head and lay down in that place to sleep. And he dreamed that there was a 

ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to the heaven; and behold, the angels 

of God were ascending and descending on it! And, behold, the Lord stood above it and 

said, “I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on 

which you lie I will give to you and to your descendants; and your descendants shall be 

like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and the east and to the 

north and to the south; and by  you and your descendants shall all the families of the earth 

bless themselves. Behold, I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will 

bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done that of which I have 

spoken to you.” Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is in this 
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place: and I did not know it.” And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place! 

This is none other than the house of God, and the gate of heaven.”  Gn 28:10-17. 

Many centuries after that strange dream in which God promised to remain with Jacob and his 

descendants (both of whom would come to be called “Israel”), making of them a source of 

blessing for “all the families of the earth,” one of those descendants, a provincial rabbi named 

Jesus of Nazareth, declares that He is the very ladder that Jacob saw, and, too, by inference, “the 

house of God” and “the gate of heaven.”  

John’s Gospel is the last of the four canonical Gospels to be written and the most theologically 

penetrating. This is owing to the profound insights that John’s many years of reflection upon the 

details of Jesus’ ministry had yielded. In this dialogue with Nathanael – already at this very early 

point in that ministry, as Jesus is still calling His disciples – the whole, wonderful revelation of 

the Christological mystery is expressed in full. Already, through the mouth of Nathanael, this 

Israelite “without guile,” we know that Jesus is the Son of God and the Davidic King of Israel, as 

well as the means by which all the families of the earth will be blessed and have access to 

heaven.  Jesus is the Ladder by which the divine grace will descend upon the fallen world and by 

which those who welcome that grace will ascend to the heavens. 

Jesus is the Ladder of Ascent seen so long ago by Jacob-Israel, with its feet planted upon the 

earth and its upper reaches in the heavens, upon which the angels of God ascend and descend. 

And just as Yahweh had promised to remain with His people until He had “done that of which I 

have spoken,” that Ladder, its feet still planted firmly on the earth, remains our means of ascent.  

Jesus, the Ladder of Ascent, is still with us in His Mystical Body, the Church, which is the 

incarnational mystery of Christ extended through space and time. 

The theme of ascent and descent is an important one in the rest of St. John’s Gospel. “No one has 

ascended into heaven but he who descended from heaven, the Son of man.” Jesus says this to 

Nicodemus, a member of the ruling Sanhedrin, just after he teaches him that one must be “born 

again” or “born anew,” literally, “born from above,” as he teaches him about the central mystery 

of Christian Baptism. Jesus then says to Nicodemus that He must “be lifted up,” describing in a 

summary way the whole mystery of His Cross, Resurrection and Ascension, each of these being 

a moment when Jesus will be “lifted up.” John then finishes chapter three with a commentary, 

declaring that “he who comes from above is above all” (Jn 3:31).   

In chapter 6 of his Gospel, after Jesus informs His hearers that He will give His flesh as food and 

His blood as drink, as the true manna “which comes down from heaven,” some of those listening 

grumble saying, “This is a hard saying; who can listen to it?” Jesus responds with a guarantee of 

His authority to do this with a promise for the future: “Then what if you were to see the Son of 

man ascending where he was before?” (Jn 6:60, 62). He means here that the guarantee that He is 

the manna of heaven (a reference to the Jewish belief that God had supplied manna to His people 

Israel as they wandered in the desert from a heavenly store) would be that they would see Him 

return to heaven again at His Ascension.  

At the Last Supper, where Jesus fulfills the prophecy we’ve just seen from chapter 6 and gives 

His disciples His flesh as bread and His blood under the form of wine, John again highlights this 
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theme of descent and ascent. He does so by introducing the dramatic events of that evening with 

a reminder that Jesus was fully aware of His impending Passion, in addition to His origin and 

goal with the phrase: “and that he had come from God and was going to God” (Jn 13:3). When 

Jesus later promises them that His going is for the purpose of preparing a place for them in His 

Father’s house, He uses that famous phrase of self-identification that comes to describe the 

whole of the Father’s plan for us in Christ and His Church, as well as the journey of ascent they 

make possible, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me” 

(Jn 14:6).  

The ladder of Jacob, fulfilled in Jesus and His Mystical Body, has held a certain fascination for 

Christians from its first revelation. In time, Jesus’ reference to Himself as Jacob’s ladder in John 

1:51 and then His being “lifted up” on the Cross, which is followed by His Resurrection and 

Ascension, came to be an important theme for the Church. Joseph Ratzinger reminds us that 

early Christian thinkers, like St. Justin Martyr, borrowed themes from the Greek philosopher 

Plato, who seems to have conceived of the universe as cruciform in shape, and he sees in St. 

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians (3:18-19) a reference to this “cross shaped tree of the world.”  

There St. Paul prays for them that “Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” so that they 

might “comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and 

to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the 

fullness of God.” Ratzinger notes that St. Ignatius of Antioch (who died as a martyr before the 

year 110 A.D.) “described the Cross as the cosmic hoist (mēchanē) for going up to heaven” (The 

Spirit of the Liturgy, see 180-184).  

By the early 7th century St. John Climacus (a name which means, John of the Ladder) will 

compose a classic description of the life of monks in thirty “steps” called the Ladder of Divine 

Ascent, and, as we will see in the fourth part of our study (see CCC 2654), Guigo the Carthusian 

(a monk of the late 12th century) also writes a commentary on Scriptural prayer called the Ladder 

of Monks. All this suggests the wedding of the two images of Cross and ladder in the mind of the 

Church as the sole means by which we are “lifted up” with Christ into the heavenly realm. 

Following this wonderful Church tradition of conceiving of the journey of faith as a ladder of 

ascent through the grace that Christ wins for us on the Cross, this book series on the Catechism of 

the Catholic Church will describe the “steps” that we take on this journey as the rungs of this 

ladder by which Christ “hoists” us up to heaven. You will come to see that each of the four major 

rungs of the Catechism (often called its “pillars”) can be further subdivided into elaborated rungs 

of a vast Ladder of Ascent. Each of the four parts of the Catechism, which describe the advance of 

faith through Creed, sacraments, moral life and prayer, will be treated as a further series of rungs 

or steps in accord with the organizational principles that the Catechism itself uses to describe them, 

that is, the twelve articles of the Apostles Creed (12 steps), the seven sacraments (7 steps), the Ten 

Commandments (10 steps) and the seven petitions of the Our Father (7 steps). 

As I already mentioned above, the central point to this kind of an approach to the Catechism is to 

stress that the Roman Catholic Church gives us this wonderful tool not just to inform us about 

what she teaches, but to help us achieve what she offers us through her doctrine, worship and way 
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of living and praying. That is why we undertake this journey and that is what this series of studies 

is for. So, let’s take the first step on our journey by getting a brief look at its essential elements as 

disclosed in its first paragraphs, beginning with God as our origin and goal, and then looking at 

the two parts of the path: the plan of God and the economy of salvation. 

 

Chapter 1 

The Journey of Ascent Begins  

CCC 1-73  

Compendium 1-10 or The Roman Catechism, Preface 1-12 and Article One 6  

 

At the start, it is important to understand the purpose of the Catechism, and still more to 

understand the purpose of our lives! As you will see below, the primary theme of the Catechism 

is that the whole of time and history can be summed up in a simple formula: everything comes 

from God and will eventually return to Him. He is the Blessing and the Source of all other 

blessings, as well as the term or goal of all things. 

The Catechism, from its first words, makes God the beginning, end and center of its disclosure of 

the Catholic faith. And it describes the whole of our journey of ascent in faith as a participation 

in this movement from Blessing to Blessing, from God as our Origin and back to God as our End 

or Goal. It is very important to understand that the Catechism is less a fact book than a map of 

this grand journey of ascent, and that it intends take you somewhere: to holiness and heaven. 

Since no purposeful journey can be undertaken without a goal, a destination, knowing the 

destination, as well as the path and purpose of this journey of ascent is essential to getting 

underway. 

What is the Catechism? 

Another element we need to touch upon as we begin this journey is the correct meaning of the 

words we are going to employ. Since the Catechism of the Catholic Church is a catechetical 

work, we need to begin with a definition of catechesis. The word “catechesis” is derived from the 

New Testament word (in the Greek, katēcheō) for teaching the Christian faith. According to 

CCC 4 and 5, it aims at “initiating the hearers into the fullness of Christian life,” not just at 

imparting information, and that its presentation is to be “organic and systematic.” CCC 7 makes 

the same fundamental point about catechesis, making clear that it is not just a matter of passing 

on religious information, what we could call “faith facts,” but that it is connected “with the 

whole of the Church’s life.” Importantly too, CCC 7 indicates that the Church depends upon 

catechesis for her “correspondence with God’s plan.” What does all this mean? 
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Let us begin with the fact that catechesis is to be organic and systematic. Firstly, any educational 

enterprise will need to be organized according to some clear system, will need to be systematic, 

if it is going to be understandable to the students it addresses. The Catechism is no different. 

Therefore, asking how it is organized is not a small question. The answer will supply an 

important hint as to the very character of its catechesis, of what it intends to teach.  

For this reason, we will spend a considerable amount of time paying attention to the structure of 

the Catechism, because often, as the 1960’s philosopher of communication Marshall MacLuhan 

said, “the medium is the message.” He meant that understanding the manner or means of 

communication is often critical to understanding the content that is being communicated. The 

Church in her instructions on how to teach the faith has also said that catechesis ought not 

countenance any division between its method and content (Directory for Catechesis 194, see also 

GDC 149). 

So, what is the method or system that the Catechism uses to teach the faith? The Catechism’s 

major divisions are usually referred to as its “pillars.” Those four “pillars,” the Catechism’s 

methodological system is really the first lesson it teaches. In four early paragraphs, numbers 14, 

15, 16, and 17, the Catechism titles its four major divisions, “The profession of faith,” “The 

sacraments of faith,” “The life of faith,” and “Prayer in the life of faith.” All four pillars have to 

do with faith. And that is critical to understanding the purpose of this work. We often think of 

faith only as the words we profess in the Creed or as the interior act of belief that we make in the 

privacy of our own hearts. But the Catechism seems to be saying something more. Faith is 

confessed, yes, but also celebrated, lived and prayed, that is, faith is our response to God, but, 

that response includes both assent to truths and worship, moral living and our life of prayer. 

The four pillars of the Catechism invite the exercise of all our human powers in the search for 

intimacy with God. The Catechism highlights that faith is, “an assent that we make to God with 

the whole of our being” (CCC 143). For this reason, catechesis initiates us into “the whole of 

Christian life.” (CCC 7). The faith is not a veneer of words that we spread on the top of an 

otherwise typical life, it goes much deeper than that. The Catholic faith touches every element of 

a human life because God cares about us right down to the ground, to the very core of our being. 

This clarifies what the Catechism means by saying that catechesis, and so also the Catechism’s 

catechesis, should be “organic” in addition to systematic. Because the faith of the Church is not 

just a collection of facts but, as Frank Sheed put it in his work Theology and Sanity, God’s way 

of meeting the needs of a human life at every point, it reflects the character of the living beings 

for which it is intended. The Church is not like a machine, it is more like a living thing. It is not 

mechanic, it is organic.  

Its living traditions have grown up over time, one thing developing from another, always in 

keeping with the logic of what came before, always only as an outgrowth of the original seed that 

Christ Himself gave to the Apostles. Therefore, an effective catechesis will show that the Church 

is a living thing, and that its complexity is akin to the complexity of living organisms. So also, 

the “system” employed in Catholic catechesis must be such that it discloses the content of the 



Ladder of Ascent – Sean Innerst 

7 
 

faith as the kind of wondrous system found in a living thing, in this case, the living Body of 

Christ that St. Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 12. 

The life of faith according to the Catechism  

The kind of life that the Church expresses in herself and offers to believers, as well as an 

important clue as to the systematic and organic character of the Catechism’s catechesis, is found 

in its very first sentence. The kind of life that the Church possesses and gives to us is the blessed 

life of God Himself. The pedagogical system of the Catechism is to arrange the description of 

this blessed life as coming from God, “infinitely perfect and blessed in himself,” (CCC 1) and as 

a return to Him, to the blessed life to which He invites us in heaven.  

That is, from its very first paragraph the Catechism charts out a life of faith that is constituted, 

first, by the very fact that we are creatures of God, that we come from Him – as does everything 

that exists – and, second, that if we turn toward Him as not just our origin, but also as our end, 

that He will, by grace, draw us back to Himself and to a share of that blessed life which He lives 

in eternity. 

In short, the life of faith that the Catechism describes is a life’s journey “from Blessing to 

Blessing,” from God and back to Him. In fact, that isn’t just our journey, it is really the itinerary 

of the whole of creation, of the whole of the cosmos. It all comes from Him and will return to 

Him in the end. Those of us who are rational creatures, like angels and men, will return for a 

general judgment. To be able to enjoy the Blessing which He is forever, we will have to have 

undertaken the journey of ascent in an intentional and purposeful way, believing in God and 

what He has revealed and loving Him and our fellow men to the best of our capacity and in 

accord with the grace He gives, which is itself a share in the blessing of His own life.  

If, on the other hand, we live life aimlessly, ignoring our origin and end, failing to believe and 

love – that  is, if we sin and don’t repent – we will still return to God finally, as will everything 

else, but having lived a life apart from Him throughout our lives we won’t be fitted to live with 

Him in eternity either and will have to depart from Him, as Jesus tells us in Matthew 25:41. 

To clarify what this journey from Blessing to Blessing consists of, we turn ahead to CCC 1078 

where we read, “Blessing is a divine and life-giving action the source of which is the Father.” In 

other words, God is “blessed in himself” and His blessing toward us (here ascribed particularly 

to the Father) is a “life-giving action.” His life-giving action is a “share in his own blessed life.” 

(CCC 1). This journey of ascent begins and ends with the Father. This is the way that the 

Catechism describes the first two essential elements of our journey of ascent in faith, our point of 

origin and our destination. No real journey would be possible without these.  

The Blessing we come from and are returning to is not just a place, stationary and inert, as would 

be the case with most journeys, but a supremely dynamic and personal Being who reaches out to 

us and blesses us on the way. St. Augustine of Hippo, using the term “rest” for this blessing, puts 

it this way: “You… are seeking the true rest which is promised to Christians after this life, and 

therefore it will be for you to taste its sweetness and delight even here.” The Catechism, again in 
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its very first sentence, calls this way in which the Father reaches out to bless us on the way His 

“plan of sheer goodness.”  

This plan is revealed in the first chapter of the book of Genesis as the gift of existence, as God 

speaks a series of creative words, each beginning “Let there be….” Thereafter, the first man and 

woman, Adam and Eve, fall in what is called the Original Sin. The Father’s plan is then shown to 

be one of prophetic promise in the Old Testament and of a New Testament fulfillment in the 

coming of Christ, who is revealed to be the Word through whom all things were made by the 

Father and, so also, the Word in whom all things are to be remade by the Father. 

The object of all God’s saving work is the human person who, again, according to St. Augustine 

of Hippo, is a little embodied trinity of spiritual powers (memory, intellect, and will) which 

images the Trinity of Persons in God. Jesus Christ, as the fulfillment of all the Father’s promises 

of redemption from sin in the Old Testament, founds the Church that is the graced way back to 

the original Blessing Who is the Father.  

Christ’s saving work the Redemption is the supreme act of the Father’s work of reaching out to 

us to bestow His blessing and to draw us back to Himself. The life of faith in the Church that 

Christ founded to apply the fruit of His redemptive work on the Cross consists of the profession 

of faith in the Creed, the seven sacraments of faith, the Christian moral life and prayer. As we 

saw in the introduction, we can think of these four dimensions of faith as a ladder, not unlike the 

ladder that Jacob sees in a dream in Genesis 28 and its fulfillment in Jesus in the Gospel of John 

1:51, which leads back to the God who is “infinitely perfect and blessed in himself” (CCC 1). 

In sum, the pillars of the Catechism are not just content or subject divisions, they express the 

path of the journey of ascent, a life of faith, which begins with God’s saving work in the Old and 

New Testaments and is fulfilled and continued in the life of the Catholic Church. You’ll get a 

better sense of just how wonderful the method and arrangement of the Catechism is we make the 

ascent. It is enough for now that you know that one thing follows another, not in the ABC order 

of a dictionary or encyclopedia, but in the way that one step follows another in a journey toward 

a destination.   

Why undertake the journey of ascent the Catechism describes? (Must we go?) 

Having seen the origin and destination of the journey of ascent and the ladder that the Catechism 

describes, we now need to ask ourselves, “Why undertake the journey of ascent at all?” A first 

answer to this question has already been hinted at. God is already the Source and Destination of 

every created thing, none other is possible. The whole of the cosmos is already on this great 

journey, and we are a part of the great wave of creation that will eventually wash up on the 

heavenly shore. As we have already seen, we can arrive ready to live the life of heaven or 

unready and needing further purification in Purgatory, or find ourselves consigned by our own 

sins to eternal death in hell. That is a stark statement of the reality, but it is the reality. To 

paraphrase the philosopher Blaise Pascal, the voyage of this life is already underway, it is too 

late to decide whether or not to get on the boat!  
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The Catechism, however, does not begin by setting out the stark reality, the threat of hell; it 

instead begins by issuing an invitation. That invitation is one to ultimate human happiness. At 

CCC 27 we read, the “desire for God is written in the human heart….Only in God will [man] 

find the truth and happiness he never stops searching for.” As CCC 28, 30, and 33 go on to make 

clear, we are not just made by God, but for God. Man is, as the Catechism says, “a religious 

being” who gropes for God. And he is so because he is also an insatiable, living thirst for good 

things, the possession of which we know will make us happy. We are made thirsty for the 

happiness that goodness brings and the only One that can ultimately quench that thirst is God. 

Because He is supremely good—in fact, He is Goodness itself—He is the only One who can 

satisfy our endless thirst for good things.  

So, the journey of ascent that the Catechism charts out for us is not intended to be a forced march 

across a waterless waste! That is, we are not forced to journey toward a distant Blessing that we 

will only receive in heaven, and that under the constant threat of hell! We are invited to realize 

our happiness not just in the hereafter, but here, now, on the journey. Simply put, the 

Catechism’s invitation to the journey of ascent says to us, “This will make you happy!” 

To put it yet another way, the Catechism presents the human journey of ascent to God not as an 

externally imposed command from Him, but as an internal imperative for living an entirely 

fulfilled human existence. The command of God, properly understood, comes not from outside 

us but from within us, from our very nature. This is what we were made for. So, the reason we 

ought to undertake the journey of ascent is happiness. Happiness is the purpose of our natural 

human life; the graced journey of ascent from Blessing to Blessing is the purpose of our 

supernatural life. Our natural search for happiness, which will always be frustrated by our 

fallenness and sin, is answered by divine grace (a share in God’s own blessed life) which offers 

us not just natural happiness, but supernatural beatitude.  

The Greek philosopher Aristotle, many centuries ago, defined natural happiness as the fullest 

development of the highest human powers over a lifetime. We have already seen that these 

powers are, according to the Trinitarian image in us, intellect, memory and will. CCC 30 tells us 

that finding our ultimate happiness in God will take “every effort of intellect, a sound will, ‘an 

upright heart as well as the witness of others who teach him to seek God.” Using Augustine’s 

trinity of human powers, we could say that the memory is particularly important, too. In fact, 

CCC 1162 speaks of “the heart’s memory” as an important part of our sacramental worship, as 

we will see in the second part of the Catechism. And, of course, Mary “ponders” all her 

memories of the infancy and boyhood of her son Jesus “in her heart” (Luke 2:19). 

And if we are to achieve, not just the natural happiness that Aristotle talked about but the 

supreme graced happiness that God promises, what we call beatitude, this “effort” will require 

the graces necessary to reach the fullest development of these three powers. In God’s 

supernatural plan for our graced happiness, or blessedness, we receive the graces we need to 

expend this effort. These graces come to us as we advance up the ladder of ascent that the 

Catechism describes. 
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The recitation of the Creed requires faith, which feeds perfects the intellect. The sacraments, 

which are ritual reenactments of God’s saving work, yield hope in us and perfect the memory. 

Moral living and prayer depend upon and build us up in charity, perfecting the will. In this way 

each of our powers is perfected in God’s grace and we become blessed. This does not mean that 

only by way of the Creed is faith imparted, or that only the sacramental life yields hope or only 

the moral life and prayer yield charity. We actually receive all three of the theological virtues 

(faith, hope and charity) in the one sacrament of Baptism. But the pillars of the Catechism are 

meant to teach us that an integrated Catholic life will yield salvation for us, our perfection and 

our happiness, by addressing every human need in an ordered way. 

The Roman Catechism (sometimes called the Catechism of the Council of Trent, hereafter RC) 

from the 16th century summarizes how catechesis ought to direct us toward our end in the 

following way: “Thus, those who are taught will burn with a sort of divine ardor and will be 

powerfully attracted to the supreme and all perfect good. Adhering to God in this way is our true 

and solid happiness” (RC Preface 10).  

Having learned our starting point and destination and the purpose of the journey, finding the 

upward path is all that remains. We have already seen that the arrangement of the CCC is, in 

some measure, a description of the way back to the Blessing, a kind of ladder of faith, hope and 

charity, but God has not set the Church up in mid-air like a ladder with nothing to lean against. 

Rather, He has planted her in the middle of human history and even entered into that history 

Himself to lead us home to heaven. 

The Path to the Blessing, God’s plan and the economy of salvation. 

We have seen that God creates everything in “a plan of sheer goodness.” In creating us He makes 

us capable of knowing Him by making us in His own image. The Catechism tells us that we can 

know with certainty that God exists (CCC 36 and 50) just by rationally examining the world or 

ourselves. The Maker has left us abundant evidence of Himself in what He has made (CCC 31-

34 and Rom 1:20). The Catechism reminds us “that faith is not opposed to reason” (CCC 35). 

But knowing that there is a God and finding our way back to Him are two very different things.  

Turning again to the The Roman Catechism, it puts it this way: 

The human mind, if it works diligently, is able by itself to investigate and discover many 

divine truths. Such is its nature, however, and so limited are its intellectual powers, that it 

can never know or comprehend most of those things by which eternal salvation is 

attained when it is left to its own light alone. (RC, Preface 1)   

Therefore, God, as we have already seen, generates a “plan of loving goodness” (CCC 50) to 

reach out to us and to draw us to Himself and He executes that plan in our history. The ancient 

Christian Fathers called this working out of God’s plan in history the economy of salvation. (See 

CCC 56, 57 and 66 and the later explanation at 236). 

The true story of God’s coming to meet us is what we call Revelation. This Revelation from God 

is, according to CCC 50, “another order of knowledge” beyond what we can know by examining 

creation with just our human reason. CCC 53 describes it this way: “The divine plan of 
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Revelation is realized simultaneously ‘by deeds and words which are intrinsically bound up with 

each other’ and shed light on each other. It involves a specific divine pedagogy: God 

communicates himself to man gradually. He prepares him to welcome by stages the supernatural 

Revelation that is to culminate in the person and mission of the incarnate Word, Jesus Christ.” 

God teaches us how to return to Him (what the CCC 53 calls the “divine pedagogy”),by “deeds 

and words” which come to be written down under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in what we 

call the Bible. These “deeds and words” are also told and retold by appointed teachers in what is 

called oral Tradition. The working out of God’s wisely ordered plan as first taught in the 

Church’s Tradition and then in the Bible is the “economy.” And the Catechism returns to a 

recital of it again and again (CCC 54-65) to help us see that the path we are taking on this 

journey of ascent has been trodden by many others and that it reliably leads back to the Blessing 

which is God Himself. The wonderful true story of the great journey of ascent of the world back 

to God that we call Scripture and Tradition helps us to see and understand the story of our own 

journey and to recognize that we are not alone on our ascent back to the Blessing from which we 

come. 

The journey that the Catechism describes and which we are to embark upon is a ladder of ascent 

back to the Father’s Blessing that Christ has erected for us in the Church. That ladder has four 

basic rungs, the Creed, the sacraments, the moral life, and prayer. As we go forward on the 

journey of ascent, we will see each of these four major rungs further articulated. The Creed has 

twelve articles, which could be thought of as twelve rungs in themselves. The seven sacraments 

are likewise seven of the rungs, the eight Beatitudes and the Ten Commandments of the third 

pillar, and the seven petitions of the Our Father in the last pillar are also rungs on the great ladder 

that Christ has identified with Himself in the Gospel (John 1:51). 

The Church and the life of faith that she lives is not something apart from the history or the 

economy in which, and out of which the Father has caused her to arise. The “plan of sheer 

goodness” that the Father formed in the Son and caused by the Holy Spirit to be worked out in 

the saving economy becomes a creedal, sacramental, moral, and prayerful economy in the life of 

the Church, which is our path on the journey of ascent back to God. Like the mustard tree, she 

has grown up out of the small seed of the biblical economy, which culminates and finds it fulness 

in Jesus, to become the vast living organism that imparts to us the Blessing of the Father in our 

own day. CCC 66 tells us, “The Christian economy, therefore, since it is the new and definitive 

Covenant, will never pass away; and no new public revelation is to be expected before the 

glorious manifestation of Our Lord Jesus Christ” (quoting DV 4). 

So, these first paragraphs of the Catechism have given us what we could call the essentials of the 

journey of ascent. God is the origin and the destination of the journey we have embarked upon. The 

purpose of the ladder of ascent is to be united to Him in a graced form of happiness called beatitude. This 

first part of the Catechism also shows us that the path of the journey of ascent is expressed in the working 

out of God’s “plan of loving goodness” (CCC 50) in the economy of salvation, which is the way He 

reveals Himself and His plan of love for us. God’s Revelation is transmitted in the Church through oral 

Tradition and written Scripture, which we will look at in more detail in the next chapter. Lastly, we’ve 

seen that the economy of salvation, culminating in Jesus Christ, reveals the Church He has founded, and 

which the Catechism describes as expressing her life of faith in four ways, Creed, sacraments, moral life 
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and prayer. These four ways that the Church expresses herself are, we could say, four major rungs of a 

ladder of ascent that are means of grace that enable us to make our return to God through faith, hope and 

love.   

   

Chapter 2 

Foundation of the Ladder: Revelation and Faith  

CCC 74-184 

Compendium 11-35 or The Roman Catechism, Preface 12-13 and Introduction 1-4  

 

How God Makes Himself Known 

As St. Paul says, “God ‘desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth’” (1 Tim 

2:4, see CCC 74). As we’ve seen, we can know that God exists by rationally reflecting upon creation, but 

St. Thomas Aquinas argued in the thirteenth century that “the truth about God such as reason could 

discover, would only be known by a few, and that after a long time, and with the admixture of many 

errors” (ST I, Q. 1, a.1, sed contra). So, the fact that God reveals Himself and other truths to us is a 

supremely great blessing. 

The Catechism teaches that the gospel of Jesus Christ is transmitted in two ways, orally and in writing 

(CCC 76). Jesus preached and commanded the apostles to preach, and therefore that is the primary mode 

of its revelation and transmission. In addition, some of the apostles and other men associated with them, 

under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, consigned the gospel message and the events surrounding it to 

writing. The commission from Jesus to preach has been passed on to the successors of the apostles, the 

bishops of the Church.  

Therefore, along with oral Tradition and written Scripture, which combine to form what is often called the 

apostolic deposit or the deposit of the faith, the bishops, in union with the Holy Father, the pope, exercise 

what is called the Magisterium, or teaching office of the Church. This Magisterium, which listens to, 

guards, and expounds the deposit, does not add to it or alter it in any way (CCC 86). But the Second 

Vatican Council document on divine Revelation called Dei Verbum (meaning the Word of God) notes 

that Tradition, Scripture, and the Magisterium are so “connected and associated that one of them cannot 

stand without the others” (DV 10 §3). We could say that in God’s plan, Revelation and the Church are 

locked in a tight marital embrace and that what God has joined we ought not to put asunder. 

In the “IN BRIEF” section that follows, the Catechism, quoting Dei Verbum, says, “‘The Church, in her 

doctrine, life, and worship, perpetuates and transmits to every generation all that she herself is, all that she 

believes’ (DV 8 §1)” (CCC 98). Faith is a body of truths, but it is still more the whole life that is lived in 

the Church generation after generation.  Dei Verbum uses the beautiful phrase “doctrine, life and 

worship” to indicate that these three elements of the unchanging truth of Catholic Tradition are a unity, as 

the one Christ is Himself “the Way, the Truth and the Life” (John 14:6).     

Although Catholics embrace all 73 books of the Bible as divinely inspired, we are not, strictly speaking, 

“a people of the Book”, but more properly, “a people of the Word”. That is, God’s Word is given to us in 

the Book (Sacred Scripture), but not only in the Scripture. We are also given God’s Word in Sacred 
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Tradition, about which Dei Verbum 9 says that it “transmits in its entirety the Word of God which has 

been entrusted to the apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit.” 

Sacred Scripture 

In its first paragraphs on the Bible (101-108), the Catechism draws a tight analogy between Christ, who is 

the divine Word of God and the Scriptures as the Word of God. Again it relies heavily upon Dei Verbum 

(especially nos. 11-13 and 21) it notes that just as Christ was fully human, the Scripture too is a human 

word, “‘in every way like human language’” (DV 13). But just as Christ is God as well as man, the 

Scripture is divine as well as human. So the Catechism uses a phrase from First Thessalonians 2:13 to 

explain that the Church embraces the words of Scripture not just as one would a merely human word, ‘but 

as what it really is, the word of God’” (see CCC 104). As a consequence of this divine inspiration, the 

human authors “‘consigned to writing whatever [God] wanted written, and no more’” (CCC 106, quoting 

DV 11). Likewise, “‘the books of Scripture firmly, faithfully, and without error teach that truth which 

God, for the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the Sacred Scriptures’” (CCC 107, quoting 

DV 11, see also CCC 136). 

Paragraphs 109-111 remind us that, since in the Scriptures God speaks in a human way, we need to both 

search for the human author’s intention and read them in the Spirit by which they were written. The 

Catechism provides three criteria to govern the reading, study, and interpretation of Scripture. We are to: 

1. Be attentive “to the content and unity of the whole Scripture,” (CCC 112) which is to say, do not pull 

texts out of context and read the Bible as a single expression of the 

divine plan. 

2. Read it within “the living Tradition of the whole Church” (CCC 

113). Since the Scriptures have come to birth within the Church as her 

own inspired record and reflection upon the revelation in Christ, they 

cannot be read in opposition to her.  

3. “Be attentive to the analogy of faith” (CCC 114). That is, the Bible 

ought not to be read as though it can be opposed to the Church’s own 

faith, since it is an expression of that faith. The doctrines of faith, 

whether found in Tradition or Scripture, are elements of a whole, all 

the parts of which cohere with one another.  

After these three guidelines, the Catechism offers a fresh look at the 

ancient tradition of spiritual interpretation that “the Spirit grants to the 

Church” (CCC 113). 

This is worth stopping and considering at length because elements of 

it are vital to our being able to read rightly or well the story of 

salvation history that we call the economy. It is that story that our 

journey of ascent invites us to enter. 

The Catechism makes clear that a spiritual interpretation of the Bible 

depends on two principles: 

First, as described in CCC 134: “All Sacred Scripture is but one book, 

and this one book is Christ, ‘because all divine Scripture speaks of 

Christ, and all divine Scripture is fulfilled in Christ.’” This means all 

The unity of God’s plan, expressed 

as one story in two interrelated parts 

or stages, means that we can have 

confidence that He is influencing the 

plan of our lives so that our personal 

stories will show forth Christ, just as 

the larger story does. It is easy for us 

to think that some part of our story, 

because of our sins or the hurtful 

actions of others, is beyond God’s 

control, even beyond God’s love. The 

larger biblical story reminds us that 

God can draw immeasurable good out 

of human imperfection and sin. We 

may be able to defy God’s will but we 

cannot escape God’s love and the 

plan He has formed to show us that 

love. We need only the eyes to see 

that the whole of His plan, including 

our part in it, converges on Christ. 

When we surrender ourselves to Him, 

He will show us the hidden and 

singular purpose He has for all the 

events in our lives. 
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the Bible refers to Christ, either by way of prophecy or by way of fulfillment. The second principle makes 

this clear: 

Second, in CCC 128 we read: “The Church, as early as apostolic times, and then constantly in her 

Tradition, has illumined the unity of the divine plan in the two Testaments through typology, which 

discerns in God’s works of the Old Covenant prefigurations of what he accomplished in the fullness of 

time in the person of his incarnate Son.” Continuing in CCC 129, “Christians therefore read the Old 

Testament in the light of Christ crucified and risen. Such typological reading discloses the inexhaustible 

content of the Old Testament; . . . Besides, the New Testament has to be read in light of the Old.”  

Although we can rightly think of God’s written Revelation coming to us in two basic periods, that of the 

old and new covenants, it is all one story and Christ is the one who unites them. Some people have 

wrongly thought that God’s plan for the people of Israel failed in some respect and that Jesus came to 

start something entirely new. That is a misreading of the biblical story. The Old Testament clearly 

prophesies and prepares for the eventual coming of Christ who fulfills everything found there. It was this 

remarkable continuity between the old and the new that sparked the faith of the early Christians and 

served as the central subject of the preaching of the earliest evangelists. 

Jesus does widen the story the Old Testament tells to include not just the Jewish people but all people, but 

even that was foretold in the Old Testament. Referencing St. Augustine, the Catechism says, “the New 

Testament lies hidden in the Old and the Old Testament is unveiled in the New” (CCC 129). The Old 

Testament contains prophecies that prepare us for the coming of Christ, the redeemer of humanity. It 

reveals God’s divine pedagogy of saving love and is “a storehouse of sublime teaching on God and of 

sound wisdom on human life as well as a wonderful treasury of prayers. In the books of the Old 

Testament, the wonderful mystery of our salvation is present in a “hidden way” (DV 15).  

Many of the “prophecies” of the Old Testament are not verbal prophecies which describe the details of 

Christ’s coming, but prophetic “types,” persons, places, things, events that foretell Christ and the Church. 

One common example, as St. Paul elucidates it, is that Jesus is a second Adam, by which he means that 

Adam, as the progenitor of the human family by nature, is a “type” of Jesus, who will serve as the 

progenitor of the new covenant family in the Catholic Church. As he says, “Yet death reined from Adam 

to Moses, even over those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one 

who was to come (Rom 5:14, emphasis added). Reading Scripture in this unified typological way has 

traditionally involved reading the Scripture at various levels or “senses”: the literal sense, the allegorical 

sense, the moral sense, and the anagogical sense (See CCC 115-118). These four are described as follows. 

 

1. Literal (historical) –this seeks the human author’s intention (and also that of the Holy Spirit) as regards 

not only the word or words, but the things to which they refer. The literal sense is understood by a study 

of the genre or type of literature the passage represents, the context of the passage within the text, the 

language in which the text was written, the cultural influences at work, what archeology and other 

sciences might have to say about the setting of the text, etc. (The three rules for a sound interpretation, 

stated above, are brought into play at this stage and in those below.) We should recognize that sometimes 

the literal sense is figurative or poetic or metaphorical, (e.g., “God’s finger”); we do not mean that this 

sense is slavishly literalistic. 

2. Then there are three spiritual senses (again, due to the unity of God’s plan) described in paragraph 117. 

The first is called the allegorical sense, or the text’s significance in Christ. The second of the three 

spiritual senses is the moral sense, which is the text’s significance to our lives of faith. The third is called 
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the anagogical sense, the text’s eternal or heavenly significance.  The Catechism explains this last term by 

inserting the Greek root of the word: anagoge, which means “leading.” So the anagogical sense performs 

the function of leading us to heaven, we could say. As indicated above, any of these four senses can be 

applied to persons, places, events, and things of any kind in the biblical literature. A simple example 

makes this easier to understand. 

The term “Temple” refers to the historical, physical building in its various manifestations from the Tent 

of Meeting or Tabernacle while Israel wandered in the desert during the Exodus to the splendid buildings 

in the time of Solomon and Herod.  This is the “literal sense” of the term “temple.”  It can always be read 

to simply mean the building in Jerusalem.  

The same term, “temple,” is used in other ways later in the New Testament, however.  These could be 

understood to be the “typological fulfillments” of the earlier literal application of the term in the Old 

Testament. Here are examples: 

• Allegorical: In John 2:19-21, Jesus says, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” and 

John adds: “But he was speaking about the temple of his body.” So, now the word “temple” can be read, 

even in an Old Testament text, to have, in addition to the literal meaning of the physical building, an 

allegorical meaning which refers to Christ. So, Jesus Himself teaches us to think of the temple in a new 

way, related to Him. 

• Moral: In 1 Corinthians 3:16-17, St. Paul asks, “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that 

God’s Spirit dwells in you?  If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is 

holy, and you are that temple.” (See also 1 Pt 2:5.)  Here, the moral meaning or sense of the term 

“temple” now takes on a moral significance for the individual Christian and also for the Church, and the 

term can now be read in that moral way too, even when we come upon it in the Old Testament.  

• Anagogical: In Revelation 15:5, we see heaven compared to a temple and in Revelation 21:22 we are 

told that, in fact, there is no temple in heaven because God Himself is its temple. So now the term 

“temple” can have an eternal significance when read in the Bible at this deeper spiritual level that is called 

“anagogical.” 

These levels of meaning point to the fact that God writes history as an author writes words. In what God 

has authored (the Bible) not only do the words mean things, but the things (people, places, events, etc.) to 

which the words refer can themselves mean things. This is why, as we saw above, St. Paul can refer to 

Jesus as a second or “last Adam” (1 Cor 15:45, see also Rom 5:12-14) where Adam is a type or 

allegorical figure of Christ. In another example, St. Peter can say that Baptism “corresponds to” (1 Pt 

3:20-21, literally in the Greek, tupos) or stands in a typological relation to the flood in the time of Noah. 

Both Peter and Paul were interpreting the Old Testament according to the spiritual senses that the 

Catechism now teaches. 

Note that in CCC 119 the Catechism says, “It is the task of exegetes to work, according to these rules”. 

Furthermore, “The Church ‘forcefully and specifically exhorts all the Chistian faithful . . . to learn ‘the 

surpassing knowledge of Jesus Christ,’ by frequent reading of the divine Scriptures. ‘Ignorance of the 

Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.’” (CCC 133). 

The Response of Faith 

God’s Revelation calls out to us for a response which ought to correspond to the nature of the gift to 

which it is a response. “The adequate response to this invitation is faith” (CCC 142). Recall that the 

Catechism tells us that God reveals in “deeds and words” (CCC 53, quoting DV 2). He does not simply 
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tell us things or write us notes; He has acted, often in wondrous ways, to make clear to us that we are 

loved by Him. 

For this reason, as Catholics we do not believe that it is enough to simply confess Christ as our personal 

Lord and Savior. That word alone, as valuable as it is, is not enough. God gave us not just words but His 

very own Word, who came to earth, lived, and died for us. Therefore, while our response of faith must 

include the profession of faith, it is just a part of a whole life of faith (a whole journey of ascent) that the 

Catechism outlines. Because of this, the Catechism says that “By faith, man completely submits his 

intellect and his will to God. With his whole being man gives his assent to God the revealer. Sacred 

Scripture calls this human response to God, the author of revelation, ‘the obedience of faith’” (CCC 143). 

At CCC 150 the Catechism says that faith is “a personal adherence of man to God.” It goes on to say that 

“inseparably, it is a free assent to the whole truth that God has revealed.” It is both a word (of assent to 

God’s truth) and a deed (complete adherence to God Himself). 

Faith is a grace that changes the will and intellect so that we can assent and adhere to God fully. Faith 

provides a new way of knowing, a certainty about the things of Revelation, about “the totality of God’s 

plan and the mysteries of faith” (CCC 158). Faith is a free and fully rational (and so fully human) act in 

which God works within our freedom and in accord with our power of knowing to lift us above ourselves 

and to enable us to think with the Church, so to speak.  

Recall that in John 15:15 Jesus says, “No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know 

what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have 

made known to you.”  Friendship with Christ (which St. Thomas Aquinas says is the grace of charity) 

vitally includes this sharing of “all” that Jesus has given us to know in faith. At the very beginning of the 

Catechism, at paragraph 18, it tells us that it intends to present the faith of the Church – as it has just 

elaborated it in the four parts or “rungs” that we have seen before – as a “unified whole.”  A Catholic 

faith is, in fact, a faith “according to the whole.”  The very word “catholic” comes from the Greek kata 

holos, which means just that, “according to the whole.”  It is from that original meaning that we derive 

our sense of the word “catholic” as “universal.” This is what Jesus meant in John 15 by “all that I have 

heard from my Father” and what the Catechism aims to provide. 

We need faith to be saved and that same faith, which must be professed with the Church (it is her faith), 

makes us members of the Church, one in faith with the Church. In technical language, faith is a personal 

and ecclesial act. The Catechism makes clear that statements like “I am a Catholic, but I disagree with the 

Church’s teaching on ….” are self-contradictory. Faith is both a personal adherence to God and “a free 

assent to the whole truth that God has revealed” (CCC 150, emphasis in the original). To “believe” is to 

give oneself wholly to God, including one’s very act of believing. 

Giants of Faith: Abraham and Mary 

Abraham is characterized by his amazing obedience when God called him to leave his homeland 

and culture and begin an ascent of faith. God also challenged the faith of Abraham with the test 

to offer his only son in sacrifice. He succeeded in this ultimate test of faith. 

When Mary was told by the Angel Gabriel that she was chosen to be the virgin mother of the 

Messiah, she replied in complete faith and trust, “Let it be done to me according to your word” 

(Lk 1:38). Throughout her life, her faith never wavered, even at the foot of the Cross. 
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The word “Catholic” as used here actually means to believe that the 

Church is, by God’s design, “our teacher in the faith” (CCC 169). A 

Catholic believes that “it is the Church that believes first, and so 

bears, nourishes, and sustains my faith” (CCC 168). Consequently, “I 

believe . . . is the faith of the Church professed personally by each 

believer” (CCC 167). To say something like, “I believe what the 

Church teaches with the following exceptions….” is to say that you 

do not really believe what the Church teaches at all, at least not with 

what we call real, supernatural faith. Faith is, after all, an “assent to 

the whole truth” (CCC 150) and not merely a decision about what I 

agree with in the Church’s teaching. To be a Catholic is to be able to 

say, “I believe what we believe.” 

As the Catechism makes clear, again citing the Second Vatican 

Council, the act of Christian faith is always preceded by the grace of 

faith (CCC 153). Faith, although it enables us to know what we could 

not learn ourselves, is still a real form of knowing. Although this new 

way of knowing and the content that we know is a grace, a gift, it is a 

gift which perfects our human power of knowing. Our human 

intellect becomes a “gifted” human intellect by faith but is not made 

any less human by it. In fact, it is made more fully human, we could 

say. 

But, we might ask, if faith must come from God because we cannot 

get it ourselves, and it changes the way we know and think, does it 

not thereby override our freedom? In giving us faith does God force 

us to believe? The answer is, no. God graces our free will and 

intellect in a manner that improves them, not in a way that restricts 

them. The only loss of “freedom” we suffer when we learn anything 

new is the lack of the freedom to be ignorant of what we have now 

learned! We would not think of learning to play the piano as stripping 

us of the ability to be ignorant of music. In the same way that 

learning anything in the natural way encourages a natural perfection 

of our human powers, gaining faith is a supernatural perfection of our 

human powers. Faith encourages a meeting between our human will 

and God’s will and between our intellect and God’s. As the 

Catechism puts it, “In faith, the human intellect and will cooperate 

with divine grace” (CCC 155, emphasis added). God, who made us 

free creatures, leaves us free to exercise or not the gift of faith which 

He provides. 

Exercising this faith is essential to the happiness that we seek as the 

purpose and destination of our journey of ascent. Recall that even 

according to the pre-Christian philosopher Aristotle, happiness is the 

fullest development of the highest human powers over a lifetime. 

Two of these powers are the intellect and will and these are perfected 

over a lifetime of Christian living by faith. We will see that the 

further perfection of the will in charity or love comes through moral living and prayer, as proposed in the 

St. Thomas Aquinas 

Neither living nor lifeless faith remains 

in a heretic who disbelieves one article 

of faith. 

 

The reason of this is that the species of 

every habit depends on the formal 

aspect of the object, without which 

the species of the habit cannot remain. 

Now the formal object of faith is the 

First Truth [the Truth in God himself], 

as manifested in Holy Writ and the 

teaching of the Church, which proceeds 

from the First Truth. Consequently 

whoever does not adhere, as to 

an infallible and Divine rule, to the 

teaching of the Church, which proceeds 

from the First Truth manifested in Holy 

Writ, has not the habit of faith, but holds 

that which is of faith otherwise than 

by faith. Even so, it is evident that a man 

whose mind holds a conclusion 

without knowing how it is proved, has 

not scientific knowledge, but merely an 

opinion about it. Now it is manifest that 

he who adheres to the teaching of 

the Church, as to an infallible rule, 

assents to whatever the Church teaches; 

otherwise, if, of the things taught by 

the Church, he holds what he chooses to 

hold, and rejects what he chooses to 

reject, he no longer adheres to the 

teaching of the Church as to 

an infallible rule, but to his own will. 

Hence it is evident that a heretic who 

obstinately disbelieves one article of 

faith, is not prepared to follow the 

teaching of the Church in all things; but 

if he is not obstinate, he is no longer 

in heresy but only in error. Therefore it 

is clear that such a heretic with regard to 

one article has no faith in the other 

articles, but only a kind of opinion in 

accordance with his own will. 

  

Summa Theologiae II-II, Q. 5, a. 3, resp. 
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third and fourth rungs of the ladder of the Catechism. The perfection of the memory is supplied by the 

sacraments, as we will see in the second major rung of the ladder of ascent. 

The Catechism reminds us of the importance of faith to our arrival at our destination, the Blessing from 

which we have come, with these words, again from St. Thomas Aquinas: “Faith is a foretaste of the 

knowledge that will make us blessed in the life to come” (CCC 184). With this treatment of the vital 

relationship between God and His human creatures, between Revelation and faith, we see the very 

foundation upon which the ladder of ascent will be planted. This fundamental relationship, God’s 

reaching out to us to reveal the beautiful mysteries of His own inner life and plan of love for us and our 

complete assent to these truths and our embrace of the life they disclose, is the foundation of Christian life 

as creedal, sacramental, moral and prayerful.   

We sometimes hear today that the truths of faith, revealed to us by God and transmitted through Tradition 

and Scripture, are not of central importance to Christian life, that relationship is the important thing.  

What the Catechism makes clear is that, because we are rational beings whose loves are guided by what 

we know, faith, this supernatural way of knowing, is what first puts us in relation to the God who has 

“first loved us” (1 Jn 4:19).  This is why St. John, in his first letter can say, “we have come to know and to 

believe the love that God has for us” (4:16, emphasis added).  It is by responding to God through the 

grace of faith that we come to hope in the love that faith reveals and to love Him in return. So important is 

the content and act of our faith to making the journey of ascent, that the Catechism even says of dogmas 

(those officially defined elements of Revelation) that they are integral to our spiritual life and “lights 

along the path of faith,” illuminating it and making it secure (CCC 89). Love is indeed the goal, but the 

first step is faith.  As St. Thomas Aquinas puts it, “The end must first be known by men who are to direct 

their thoughts and actions to the end” (Summa theologica I, Q.1, a. 1). 

    

Chapter 3 

God One and Three: Where the Ladder Leads 

CCC 185-267 

Compendium 36-49 or The Roman Catechism, The First Article 1-10  

Beginning the Climb 

As I cautioned in the introduction, it is all too easy to think that God’s Revelation and our response of 

faith are ordered toward a mere informational transfer – from God’s infinite intellect to our own 

considerably smaller one. As emphasized in the last chapter, Revelation and faith are the beginning of the 

transformation that God wants to work in us, the beginning of the ascent of faith. God could just make us 

what he wants and leave it at that, but instead he deigns to introduce himself. Out of incomprehensible 

love for us, he wants us to know him. his revelation of himself is an overture of love. He is not simply 

informing us of his inner life, he is inviting us to enter it, to become one with him in Trinitarian love. He 

loves us, but why he should do so, and the sheer magnitude of his love is beyond us. In short, God does 

not just reveal information, he reveals himself to us. 

Recall that we have referred to the Creed as the story in miniature. And a compressed story will have to 

supply a brief sketch of the characters. The primary characters, the primary actors in this drama, are the 

divine Persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It is their work that the Creed celebrates in its three major 
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parts, which will be the subject of the rest of this book. The Trinity is the “central mystery of Christian 

faith and life” (CCC 234), as well as the source and goal of all things. Although a mystery in the fullest 

sense, something that we could not know had not God willed to reveal it, God’s Trinitarian life has left its 

stamp on everything that God has done. 

The working out of God’s plan, the economy of salvation, is “the way and the means by which the one 

true God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, reveals himself to men” (CCC 234). Since the Creed is that 

economy or story in miniature, it, too, is fundamentally Trinitarian in form, a kind of mini history of the 

way God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit has created, redeemed, and sanctified us. One commentator, Msgr. 

Francis Kelly, has called CCC 234 the “theological key” of the Catechism. Its whole treatment of the faith 

orbits around this central tenet of Catholic faith and life. This means that God himself is our constant 

companion on this way that he has impressed with a Trinitarian stamp. He is not just watching from a 

distance; he is with us at every step. 

Our Shared Creed: The Symbol of Our Faith 

At the beginning of Section Two on the profession of faith in the Creed, the Catechism reminds us that 

“my faith” expressed by the “I believe” of the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed we typically recite at 

Sunday Mass must be one with the “we believe” of the Church’s faith. Our communion in faith in the 

Catholic Church is one we share not just among all those now living in the Church, but with all the 

faithful across the ages.  

At paragraph 186 the Catechism quotes St. Cyril of Jerusalem who emphasized that the Creed is a 

miniature of the two Testaments, the scriptural story from which its articles are gathered. The Creed is a 

symbol of faith or symbolon in Greek. Symbolon means an object with two pieces that fit together like a 

puzzle. For example, a clay seal broken into two pieces and given to two people. The two people who 

each have one of the parts of the seal can confirm the identity of the other by fitting the seal back 

together. The symbol of faith, then, is both a sign of recognition and a gathering, a collection or summary 

of what we believe, as St Cyril had said. We recite it at our Baptism as a sign that we belong to the 

Church, that our individual act of faith is in accord with both the biblical account and what the Church 

believes about the whole of what God has revealed (see CCC 188). 

The Nicene Creed has three parts: the Father and Creation, the Son and Redemption, the Holy Spirit and 

sanctification. Note that these three chapters of the one story are not just divisions of the content of the 

faith in a trinitarian mode but a mini economy. That is, the division follows the order of history. First, 

Creation and the unfolding of the covenant with Israel; second, Redemption in the Son; and third, the 

sanctification of believers by the Holy Spirit in the age of the Church (CCC 190). 

The Creed divides naturally into these three parts, each representing a person of the Holy Trinity: God the 

Father as our Creator, Jesus Christ as our Redeemer, and the Holy Spirit as our Sanctifier. Our recitation 

of the Creed in our Profession of Faith at a Baptism or Mass expresses and deepens our communion with 

the three divine Persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. By acts of faith we grow in the grace of faith which 

not only unites us more deeply with the Holy Trinity, but also with the whole Church. (See CCC 197.) 

Note that what we call the Apostles’ Creed (the one we typically recite at the beginning of the Rosary) is 

the ancient creed of the Church in Rome used at baptisms. It has twelve articles or sections, which signify 

the unity of the apostolic faith (twelve articles and twelve Apostles, see CCC  194). This creed, because it 

is elaborated in twelve parts, is the format the Catechism uses in its presentation of the faith. Time and 

again, however, the Catechism returns to the phrases of the Nicene Creed as well (see CCC 195). 

Whichever form of the Creed we reference, the creedal content of our faith is not just a way of cataloging 
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“faith facts.” The dogmas they list are factual, of course, but, in the words of St. Ambrose of Milan, the 

Creed is “the treasure of our soul” (CCC 197).    

The One God 

Just as our journey of ascent is one from blessing to blessing, beginning with God who is himself the 

blessing, the mini story that is the Creed also begins with God who is the foundation of everything (CCC 

199). The Creed opens with what is most fundamental, God the Father, the first Person, and Creation, the 

first act that begins history (CCC 198). The Catechism and the Creed recount the accomplishment of our 

salvation historically, or economically.  

Differing from the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed specifies by beginning with, “I believe in one 

God.”  He is one in nature, substance, and essence. CCC 200 notes that the confession of the one God is 

rooted in the Old Testament revelation. The great task for the ancients was to overcome pagan 

polytheism, or belief in many gods, therefore, the revelation to Israel stressed, “I am the Lord, and , 

besides me there is no God” (Is 45:5). The daily prayer of all Jews is drawn from Deuteronomy 6:4, 

“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is One Lord.” This revealed title, “Lord,” is the one that Jesus asserts 

of himself and is given by the first Christians to indicate his identity with the divinity of the one God. 

Belief in Jesus as Lord is the central and unique claim of Christianity (see CCC 202). This is not a 

weakening of the Oneness of God revealed in Judaism, his perfection, his eternality, his infinitude, his 

immutability does not admit of duplication, rather the three Persons are not “Gods,” they are the One 

God. 

The One God reveals his name as “I AM WHO I AM” (Ex 3:14), about which the Catechism says 

something remarkable, that this is both a revelation and a kind of refusal (see CCC 206). To reveal one’s 

name is to invite intimacy, and yet the name God reveals to Moses is less a personal name than a 

description of what God is, that he is in the fullest sense, that he is existence itself, that he is being itself. 

A name expresses a person’s essence and identity and the meaning of the person’s life. Therefore, in the 

name YHWH, God was revealing to his people that he desired to be known and that the human person is 

capable of knowing him and addressing him personally, but only according to our limits as finite beings. 

Some commentators note that the divine name also has the connotation of “I am here with you,” 

suggesting God’s fidelity in covenant relation. The Catechism at paragraph 214, and then 211, also 

stresses God’s “steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex 34:6) and that the mercy of God shown in Jesus is a 

revelation of the I AM: “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am he” (Jn 

8:28). That is, in a mysterious way, his death, which is only made possible by joining himself to our flesh, 

shows his divinity, just the Catechism will later say that it shows his unique Sonship to the Father (see 

CCC 211 and 444 and Mk 15:39). 

God is also truth and love (CCC 215-221). The Catechism relates that God’s revelation can be trusted 

because God is the Wisdom that has ordered the universe. As its author or source, he knows it best, in 

fact, it exists because he knows it as existing. God is absolutely trustworthy. As we say in the Act of 

Faith, “He can neither deceive nor be deceived.” John’s Gospel tells us that in Jesus we learn that God is 

Love. “His innermost secret” (CCC 221) is that he is an eternal interchange of love between Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit and we are, by grace, to join in that interchange. 

The Three Persons in the One God 

In the Nicene Creed we say, “We believe in one God, the Father….” That is where the Catechism begins 

its treatment of the three Persons of the Holy Trinity. Jesus’ revelation of the Father begins the disclosure 
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of God’s innermost secret, therefore the Creed, and the Catechism, begins with this too. But we ought not 

to think of the Father alone as God. The belief in the “one God” is also expressed in the belief in the “one 

Lord, Jesus Christ” and “in the Holy Spirit.” In St Paul’s letters the standard phrase he uses in his 

greetings is, “God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 Cor 1:13, Rom 1:7) For Paul, the Spirit is the 

“Spirit of God” (Rom 8:14) and the “Spirit of his Son” (Gal 4:6) by which we live and walk in Christian 

faith (Gal 5:25). These earliest expressions of trinitarian faith usually refer to God, Lord, and Spirit and 

since all these Persons are shown doing what only God can do, that is, transforming us in grace, all are 

shown to be God. 

This is seen especially in the ancient Baptismal formula, “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 

the Holy Spirit.” “Christians are baptized in the name. . . not in their names” (CCC 233). This is because 

they share the one name, God, which indicates the one divine nature they each possess fully. And it is that 

one divine name, invoked in Baptism in its three-fold form, that cleanses us from sin and makes us 

children of God and heirs of heaven. 

The Catechism goes on to tell us that this revelation of the inner life of God as three distinct Persons is the 

fundamental truth of our faith. As we saw above, CCC 234 can be thought of as “the theological key” to 

the Catechism. The first half of this paragraph tells us that “The mystery of the Most Holy Trinity is the 

central mystery of Christian faith and life.” Note the last word, “life.” The Trinity is not just a vital datum 

we know by faith, it is a reality that we live by faith. Our whole life, our whole journey of ascent should 

bear a trinitarian stamp or image. 

The second part of paragraph 234 says the same thing about the whole journey of ascent of creation back 

to the blessing from which it comes; it, too, bears a trinitarian stamp or image. “The whole history of 

salvation (elsewhere called “the economy”) is identical with the history of the way and the means by 

which the one true God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, reveals himself to men ‘and reconciles and unites 

with himself those who turn away from sin.’” 

Therefore, not only is this truth the central truth for Christian life, it is the central truth for the life of the 

world. The Catechism is telling us that the whole history of salvation is synonymous with God revealing 

himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and reconciling us to himself. As we will see again and again in 

the Catechism, history, or the economy of salvation, is itself trinitarian in form. 

Christ is the pattern or plan of the Father to create, redeem, and sanctify us. He is, as Revelation says, the 

Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the End of all things (Rev 1:8). Once Christ comes and discloses 

the trinitarian life of God we can also come to see that the history revealed in the Bible and the life of the 

Church teaches us the same truth by way of the three stages of the plan of salvation in Christ Jesus 

(Creation and promise in the Father, Redemption in the Son, and Sanctification in the Spirit). 

This is the “plan of his loving goodness” that CCC 235 refers to echoing CCC 1 and 50. The trinitarian 

character of the plan is further discussed in CCC 236 where the Greek terms theologia and oikonomia are 

introduced. Theologia or “theology” refers to the mystery of God’s innermost life within the Blessed 

Trinity. Oikonomia or “economy” refers to all the works by which God reveals himself and communicates 

his life. Through the oikonomia the theologia is revealed to us; but conversely, the theologia illuminates 

the whole oikonomia.  

The simple principle at work here is that just as we come to know people by their actions (a generous 

person is known to be such by his acts of generosity), God is known to us by his acts, too. God’s works 

reveal who he is in himself even as the mystery of his innermost being enlightens our understanding of all 

his works. Thus, we come to know God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit better by his works of Creation, 
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redemption, and sanctification. The Catechism says the converse is 

true also: once we know that God is Father, Son, and Spirit we can 

learn more about his acts of Creation, redemption, and sanctification. 

It is worth noting that what we see in the larger historical plan is also 

observable in nature where we see many little trinities: ice, water and 

steam or root, stem and flower.   

At this point we can return to our evaluation of the outline of the 

journey from blessing to blessing that is the pattern of the Catechism 

and our ascent of faith. Recall that we have identified point of 

departure and destination as the blessing which God is. We have 

likewise seen that the purpose of the journey of ascent is that perfect 

human fulfillment that God wills for us called beatitude. Furthermore, 

our path on the journey is the plan of God that finds expression in the 

economy of saving history.  

What CCC 234 tells us is that, both as the central mystery of Catholic 

life and faith and as the pattern of the whole economy, the Trinity of 

Persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, is our constant companion on 

this journey of ascent. And that is no less true for each of us, than for 

the whole journey of ascent of the entire world back to God who 

created it. By impressing the economy with a trinitarian stamp, God 

shows us that he is not a distant observer but an active participant in 

our lives (See CCC 259).  Since, as we’ve seen, the Creed also bears 

this trinitarian stamp, we could rightly say that the whole of the 

journey of ascent that lies ahead, all twelve rungs – which is to say, all 

twelve articles – of the Apostles Creed is undertaken in and with the 

Persons and their marvelous divine works in the economy of salvation. 

In the section that follows on the revelation of God as Trinity, we see 

that the Fatherhood of God is only fully revealed by the Son. Though 

other religious expressions may speak metaphorically of God as a 

father, Jesus reveals that the Father is not merely like a father but is 

Father, eternally, in relation to the Son, and that we can enter into his 

sonship by grace. The Holy Spirit, the third Person of the Blessed 

Trinity has the mission to reveal the Son who, in turn, reveals the 

Father. Interestingly, the order of the economy of revelation as 

summarized in the Creed (Father, the Son, then Holy Spirit) is 

reversed in our return to the Blessing: the Spirit reveals the Son to us, 

who reveals the Father to us. This, then is the “innermost secret” that 

God shares with us, that “God is one but not solitary” (CCC 254). At his very heart, God is an eternal 

communion of love between three Persons. 

The Holy Trinity in the Teaching of the Faith 

CCC 249 tells us that the Trinitarian dogma is clear in the earliest baptismal professions which echo 

Jesus’ clear command at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (28:19). As has already 

been noted, the singular “name” suggests the one divine nature but so also does the fact that all are 

As the old saying has it, “If it 

walks like a duck and quacks 

like a duck, it’s a duck.” Or to 

put it as the philosophers do, 

“Things act according to their 

nature.” We are recognizably 

human because we do what 

humans do; we do what we do 

because we have a human 

nature.  

The Catechism takes this 

simple, commonsensical yet 

philosophical insight and 

applies it to God. He “can be 

known with certainty from 

his works” (CCC 47). We can 

know that God is Creator 

because of his creation; we 

can know that he is Beauty 

itself because of the beauty of 

creation. Just as we can know 

that God exists because of his 

creative work, we can also 

know who he is by looking at 

his saving work as we see it 

displayed in the Bible. 

“God’s works reveal who he 

is in himself” (CCC 236). The 

biblical story helps us to 

know God by showing us the 

“traces of his Trinitarian 

being in his work” (CCC 

237). There we come to see 

that God is Creator, Savior, 

and Sanctifier; that he is 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
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invoked in the sacramental act. If the Son and the Spirit are not God, equal with the Father, it would not 

make sense to invoke them as one with him. Would that not be too exalted a position for mere attributes 

or emanations of God of some kind? That was the thinking of the early Church, too. It’s more that can be 

undertaken in this book to rehash the details of sophisticated arguments advanced and the c various 

conciliar pronouncements that refined the trinitarian doctrine in the first few centuries of the Church’s 

history. But culling from the teaching of the Catechism and adding a few insights from theology, we can 

summarize the findings as follows: 

1. There is one God and so one divine nature, substance or essence. This answers the question of what 

God is. The Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God. Within one Divine Being, there 

exist three Persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit). Each of the three are co-equal and co-eternal, meaning 

that they are fully God and have existed forever. One did not come before the other. 

2. There are two processions in the One God. The Son is begotten of the Father and the Spirit is spirated 

(literally “breathed”) by the Father and the Son. Theological reflection has suggested that the Son 

proceeds by way of thought, that is, the Father’s perfect thought of himself as the divine Word, and that 

the Spirit proceeds by way of the Father and the Son’s perfect love for one another.  

Just as the perfect divine act of thought is so completely an expression of the divine nature that it 

constitutes a full personal expression of that nature in the Son or Word, so also the love exchanged 

between the Father and Son is so perfectly an expression of that same divine nature that it, too, constitutes 

a full personal expression of that nature in the Holy Spirit. Each of these acts are perfect expressions of 

the divine operations and so of the divine nature. These acts are without beginning or end in the eternity 

of God. The Persons do not proceed in a temporal sequence (God is entirely free of time) but in a perfect, 

eternal simultaneity which perfectly expresses all that God himself is. 

3. There are three Divine Persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. They are distinct Persons, but they remain 

utterly one in the divine nature. This answers the question of who God is. The three Persons are distinct 

but not separate. The Father is not the Son or the Spirit, the Son is not the Father or the Spirit, the Spirit is 

not the Father or the Son. 

4. “The real distinction of the persons from one another resides solely in the relationships which relate 

them to one another” (CCC 255). The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not each one-third of the one true 

God. Each Person is fully God although distinct from one another in terms of their relationship to one 

another. That is, the Father is the Father because of his relation to the Son in his paternity or Fatherhood. 

The Son is the Son by way of his relation to the Father in his filiation or Sonship. The Holy Spirit is the 

Spirit because of the spiration which constitutes his personhood, which is both given by the Father and 

the Son and offered back by the Spirit.  

These four relations are usually called paternity, filiation, and active and passive spiration.  This fourth 

datum of the trinitarian doctrine indicates to us that the distinctions never imply separation, because the 

distinctions only arise from the way in which the Persons stand in relation to one another, from the ways 

in which they are united in love.  That is, we could say that, in God, what begins in a unity of nature, ends 

in a unity of love.  But, strictly speaking, this happens in God’s eternity, without beginning or end.  

At the risk of reducing the Mysterium tremendum et fascinans (Rudolf Otto’s term for the ultimate 

mystery which inspires both fear and fascination) to something trite, we could actually say that the 

essence of the trinitarian doctrine is simply that there is (1) one God, (2) two processions, (3) three 

Persons and (4) relations. And that this simple summary is as easy as one-two-three-four is, in a sense, a 
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testimony to the way in which, as our Lord told us, the Kingdom of God is for those who can accept these 

very highest of things with the simplicity of children. 

We should not think, however, of this as in any way “solving” the mystery of God’s Triunity. These are 

precise ways of speaking about a mystery that is finally impenetrable. It is really a stupendous thing that 

the great early Fathers, Doctors and Councils of the Church were able to so carefully describe this 

unutterable mystery in a way that helps us begin to understand that which is entirely beyond our full 

comprehension. When we understand the difference between the terms “nature” and “person” as applied 

to the mystery of God and come to recognize the delicate balance that must be maintained between the 

two revealed facts of the oneness and the threeness when speaking about a mystery that is finally 

unspeakably distant from anything in our experience, we can begin to see some light in the darkness of 

the mystery and we ought to thank God for having deigned to allow us such a glimpse into this innermost 

secret about himself. 

CCC 258 gives us an important reminder after considering the Trinity of Persons and the trinitarian stamp 

that we see in the economy. All things are from the Father, through the Son, and in the Holy Spirit. 

Because they have the one divine nature, they all possess a simgle principle of acting. The Creed, 

however, teaches us to assign certain actions in the economy to particular Persons, so that can rightly say 

that the Father is Creator, the Son is Savior, and the Holy Spirit is the Sanctifier.  

This assigning of particular tasks to particular Person is called in theology “appropriation.” Certain tasks 

or actions are fittingly appropriated to one Person or another in accord with who they are as persons. So, 

we rightly appropriate the work of creation to the Father, even though all three are acting through the one 

nature, because the Father is the origin or principal of the inner, trinitarian life itself, the processions of 

Son and Spirit. It makes sense that God would teach us through the Church to assign the origin of all that 

the one God creates to the Father particularly, although He creates through the Son and in the Holy Spirit.  

The Son has the unique appropriation of the Redemption, because He is the one who becomes incarnate, 

who enters our flesh, in order to win our Redemption, although the Father and Holy Spirit are at work in 

Him, too.   

Finally, CCC 260 reminds us of the goal of our journey of ascent and the answer to all our questions with 

this phrase: “the ultimate end of the whole divine economy is the entry of God’s creatures into the perfect 

unity of the Blessed Trinity.” “But,” it goes on to say, “even now we are called to be a dwelling for the 

Most Holy Trinity: ‘If a man loves me,’ says the Lord, ‘he will keep my word, and my Father will love 

him, and we will come to him, and make our home with him.’” 

 

Chapter 4 

Creator and Creation: The First Rung of Faith 

CCC 268-354 

Compendium 50-65 or The Roman Catechism, The First Article 11-18  

 

Getting our bearings before the Climb 
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All the groundwork has now been laid for our ascent of the ladder of faith. We have seen the structure of 

the Catechism and that it tells a story of immense scope: the journey of everything from God and back 

again to God. We saw too that this journey we have been invited to join has a clear origin point, 

destination, purpose, and path. God who is our origin and destination is also our constant companion 

along the way. In fact, he has impressed a trinitarian stamp upon the whole of the history that we call the 

economy of salvation. 

An essential part of undertaking the ascent of faith is making the true story of the journey of the whole 

world our own by reading it, praying over it, and then entering it. Recall that the path of the journey we 

take is the economy of salvation which takes an upward turn when Christ is lifted up on the Cross and, as 

He promised, draws all men to himself (Jn 12:32). To get a good start on the upward path, then, requires 

that we have our bearings right “in the beginning.” Understanding the catechesis on Creation that the 

Catechism delivers is vital for a safe arrival at our destination. On the journey of ascent of Christian life 

we absolutely have to know that we are part of a good but fallen creation, that we are aided by angels, 

opposed by demons, and suffering under the weight of the effects of original sin. If we do not, we will not 

be able to “count the cost”, as Jesus warns us to do in Luke 14:28. 

Thus, in this chapter we will see that creation points to the existence of God. As a good creation of a good 

God, it is to be valued and cared for by us. The diversity of creation should be recognized as an original 

call for service to one another in interdependence. 

The Almighty God 

Before looking at Creation itself, the Catechism considers God’s omnipotence which is the only attribute 

of God named in the Creed. We do not profess him to be good, loving, or beautiful; rather, we call him 

“the Almighty”, and there is a good reason for that. Once faith believes in God’s absolute power, it can 

believe everything else, however apparently miraculous, that God reveals to us. Recall that God’s 

revelation is disclosed in a history largely made up of great works that he performs on our behalf. Our 

profession of his omnipotence arises from that demonstrative history, so that we can believe what we 

profess. In turn, what we profess by faith, prepares us to believe all that he has revealed in that history. 

In short, if we are going to be able to read and believe the true story of God’s saving economy, and so 

also personally enter the journey it describes, we need to have faith in the absolute sovereign power of 

God, that he can do anything. So, after the oneness of God and his Fatherhood, we first profess our faith 

in his might, which enables us, in some measure, to profess the rest of our economic Creed. As the older 

Roman Catechism puts it, “For whatever be afterwards proposed as an object of faith, however great, 

however wonderful, however raised above the natural order, is easily and at once believed when the mind 

is already imbued with the knowledge of the omnipotence of God” (I,2,13).  

This serves as a wonderful introduction to Creation because that is God’s first miracle. Only God can 

bring something to be out of nothing. As we’ve already seen, at CCC 32 the Catechism reminds us of 

what St. Paul tells us in Romans 1:2: “Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, 

his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made.” The ordered 

and beautiful world puts the lie to any atheist claim. God is the only sufficient answer to the question, 

Why is there anything at all?  

Even with this, the Catechism notes that the highest expression of the divine power is not Creation, in 

fact, but forgiveness. (see CCC 270.) This might strike us as odd, given the magnitude of the work of the 

creation of the material universe in all its vastness. But if we recognize that all matter together, even the 

whole mass of the universe, is incomparably smaller than the magnitude of one human soul, which is the 
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subject of God’s mercy, we can begin to see things in the proper scale. But God’s act of Creation is 

prerequisite to his saving us in his mercy. As the Catechism states, “Creation is the foundation of ‘all 

God’s saving plans’ the ‘beginning of the history of salvation’” (CCC 280). So, it is that to which we now 

turn. 

Creator of Heaven and Earth 

The catechesis on Creation is of paramount importance. It addresses the foundational questions of human 

life: Where have I come from; why am I here? Without answers to these questions life lacks meaning. 

Today many live without answers to these important questions and the character of those lives often 

suggests the lack of direction and purpose that a loss of meaning yields. 

The Catechism begins its treatment of the economy, not surprisingly, at its very beginning. In the ancient 

Church, St. Augustine of Hippo said of the first catechetical instruction that “the narration is full when 

each person is catechized in the first instance from what is written in the text, ‘In the beginning God 

created the heaven and the earth,’ on to the present times of the Church” (Instructing Beginners in Faith, 

3,5).  He meant that for a believer to have the whole story of God’s love for us, he or she had to know the 

beginning of the story. The Catechism notes that every catechumen “followed the same itinerary” (CCC 

281). In other words, the itinerary of faith, the journey of ascent, begins where the story begins: in the 

beginning. 

Getting the story right from the beginning is essential. An error in direction at the beginning of a journey 

can put us well off course after even a short distance, but over a life’s journey the variance from the 

intended destination can be immense. As the Catechism notes, most of the competing worldviews to 

Christianity are based on different accounts of the world’s origins (see CCC 283-285). 

The Catechism tells the true story that creation comes from the supreme God, who is the supreme Good 

(see CCC 290, 294) and is “inseparable from the revelation and forging of the covenant of the one God 

with his People” (CCC 288). Creation is an expression of covenant love. It is not an accident or a mistake 

in the Judeo-Christian perspective. God wills the creation of everything and calls it “good” (see Gen 1:4, 

10, 12, 18, 21, 31). Unlike some primitive stories that put the gods at odds with the world, this true story 

discloses the amazing realization that we are willed, wanted, and cared for. This is obviously going to 

make the whole of God’s plan and its execution in the economy “a plan of sheer goodness”, as we saw in 

the very first paragraph of the Catechism (CCC 1). 

When we examined that first paragraph we noted that our blessed origin in God and the plan he forms in 

the Word, or the Son (see CCC 291) describe the starting point and path of our journey of ascent. Now we 

are reminded that our good beginning and the providential care of God on our way make for a good end, 

too. As we’ve already seen, St. Paul tells us that the goal of God’s plan (Eph 1:9-10) is that in the end 

God will be “all in all” (1 Cor 15:28, ESV), “‘thus simultaneously assuring his own glory and our 

beatitude.’” (CCC 294). 

Having again seen that our journey of ascent is from blessing to blessing, it is also important to note 

several facts that the Catechism stresses about creation, all of which remind us of how radically different 

the story that the Bible tells us is from the stories the world proposes today. Divine Wisdom created 

everything out of nothing, in love and as a gift to us (see CCC 299). Furthermore, God not only created 

the world out of nothing, but he constantly sustains it in existence. This only makes sense. Something 

made of nothing would return to what it was (or, in this case, what it wasn’t) without the constant exercise 

of the power that brought it into existence at first.  
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The whole universe is made of nothing, and so has nothing to hold it in existence except the God who 

made it to be something in the first place! God is not, after all, the absent Creator of the Deists who winds 

up the world like a clock and then leaves the room. He is ever present to it if in no other way than simply 

by holding it constantly in existence. Though he is unutterably above us, we are always in his powerful 

presence. As St. Augustine wrote in his Confessions (3, 6, 11), God is “higher than my highest and more 

inward than my innermost self”. Thomas Aquinas puts it this way, “Therefore as long as a thing has 

being, God must be present to it, according to its mode of being. Hence it must be that God is in all 

things, and innermostly.” (ST I, Q. 8, A.1). As theology tells us, He is where He acts, and He is always 

acting on our behalf, enabling us to be the existent things we are. To see this, is to see the universe 

rightly, as always in God’s embrace, so to speak.    

God Carries out his Plan: Divine Providence 

In keeping with our primary theme of the journey of ascent toward God, the Catechism states that God 

made the everything we see “in a state of journeying”. The Latin phrase it uses for Creation is that it is in 

statu viae. God created it as a realm of time and change. Unlike God’s utterly stable eternity, the world 

has a history through which he guides it by his providence, by which He leads all creation to perfection 

(CCC 302). 

As we have already suggested, God’s providence is not a loose oversight that leaves us to wander, it is 

“concrete and immediate” (CCC 303, emphasis in original) and extends to the lilies of the field and the 

birds of the air, as well as to man (Mt 6:26, 28-29). God’s sovereignty is so vast, so all-encompassing and 

powerful, that it includes free beings, like angels and men, in addition to beings that must necessarily 

respond to the laws of nature. To us, God gives the dignity of being able to act on our own, of being 

causes in the true sense, able to contribute to the course of things. He is still the primary Cause, however, 

since it is he who causes us to be free. Human beings can, by grace “enter deliberately into the divine plan 

by their actions, their prayers, and their sufferings” (CCC 307). 

All of this should move us to surrender our hearts to God in childlike trust of the kind that Jesus showed 

and taught. We are to “seek first his kingdom and his righteousness”, trusting that all else will be given to 

us if we do (Mt 6:33). We humans have been placed at the very center of God’s creation, straddling the 

two realms of spirit and matter, capable of choosing to aid or frustrate the divine plan. And that leads us 

to the problem of evil, which is called in theology, “theodicy.” 

Providence and the Scandal of Evil 

Why is there evil in a world made good by God? How can this be? The Catechism does not so much seek 

to answer this question directly as to point to the Christian gospel as the existential answer to it. That is, 

we come to some understanding of what is, at heart, an impenetrable mystery by living the Christian life 

in imitation of Christ, who allowed himself to suffer the evil designs of men. It tells us that only the 

whole of the faith provides the answer to this this vexing human question. (See CCC 309). Thereafter, it 

gives a mini version of the whole story: Creation, sin, God’s covenant love, the Incarnation and 

Though they may not determine our futures absolutely, for good or ill, origins matter. Those who come from great 

families may fall and those who come from humble beginnings can rise, but where we come from starts us out on 

a particular trajectory. It matters to us tremendously that “Creation . . . is the first and universal witness to God’s 

all-powerful love” (CCC 288). We are all born of love, willed individually by God. The whole world is a sign that 

God is good. The creation story assures us that we are all well-born, and that from that good beginning can come 

an even greater end. The Catechism notes that creation’s ultimate purpose is that God might become “all in all” (1 

Cor 15:28), “simultaneously assuring his own glory and our beatitude” (CCC 294). 
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Redemption, the gift of the Spirit in the Church and her sacraments, and finally, our call “to a blessed 

life”. It finishes, “There is not a single aspect of the Christian message that is not in part an answer to the 

question of evil” (CCC 309). 

Only the graced Christian life can offer answers to this mysterious question that has troubled the human 

race throughout its history. But the outlines of an answer that anyone could understand begin to surface in 

the Catechism. As paragraph 311 makes clear, God is not the cause, directly or indirectly, of moral evil. 

As we’ve already seen, He made free beings who are capable of choosing to adhere to the moral law or 

not. And this is the root of both our glory and our shame. To be capable of love we must be free, but as 

free beings we can also choose not to love or to love in a disordered way.  

For God, love is worth the risk of allowing evil. (That should remind us of how vital a thing love is.) And 

after human beings bring sin into the world that God made, he returns to allow the full weight of it to fall 

on himself. In so doing, the greatest evil that has ever been perpetrated, the murder of God, is also the 

source of the greatest possible good for mankind, its Redemption and even sanctification. As Pope John 

Paul II wrote in his encyclical letter on suffering, Salvifici doloris, Jesus’ answer to the question of evil is 

not a philosophical one but one of communion. He enters into human suffering to share it with us and to 

transform it into a saving mystery. As he opens his arms on the Cross, he also opens his own suffering to 

us, and in so doing, allows us to transform ours into a beautiful gift (see nos. 13-14, 19, 27). 

CCC 324 reminds us that it is a certainty of faith that evil would not be permitted by God “if he did not 

cause a good to come from that very evil, by ways that we shall fully know only in eternal life.” In his 

monumental work The City of God, St. Augustine suggests that just as contraries in a poem add beauty to 

the verse, the human story is in some mysterious way made more beautiful by the human failures that we 

commit and suffer. As he says, “the beauty of the course of this world is achieved by the opposition of 

contraries, arranged, as it were, by an eloquence not of words, but of things” (11,18). The whole story as 

we will know it in heaven will confirm this, and all of it will give cause to praise God without ceasing. In 

the meantime, “We know that in everything God works for good with those who love him” (Rom 8:28). 

Creator of Heaven and Earth 

Angels 

God does not do things halfway. So, it ought not to surprise us that not only is the material world utterly 

dense with creatures of a wonderful variety, but that the spiritual world is dense with creatures, too. 

Because they are purely spiritual and so not subject to detection by our powers of sense, the angels can be 

known to us only by way of revelation. Tradition and Scripture are unanimous in affirming the existence 

of these “bodiless powers,” as the eastern Christian Churches call them. 

Just as we are made according to the image of the God-man, Jesus Christ, the angels are made for him 

too. “They belong to him because they were created through him and for him”, says the Catechism; they 

are “messengers of his saving plan” (CCC 331). These fantastically powerful creatures are personal, 

intelligent, and free, as we are. They are immortal and splendid in the gifts they have received from God 

and still, they are commissioned to serve the human economy of salvation. God has exalted us by their 

service to us, in Christ. 

If the lesser should serve the greater, then we ought to tend to them, but God loves to lift up the lowly. 

And the angels are, in their turn, exalted by their willingness to serve lowly embodied spirits like us. We 

must seem quite silly in some ways to these pure spiritual intelligences who can be anywhere by an act of 

thought and who know what they know with a kind of penetration that we cannot even guess at. Imagine 
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what a snoring, sleeping person must look like to the eternally alert angelic spirits! How odd our need to 

eat three times a day must seem to them. By God’s design they care for us and even esteem us as the 

creatures that God deigned to embrace in his Incarnation. 

The very name “angel” (from the Greek aggelos) means “messenger” and attests to the mission they have 

been given by God in our regard. St. Augustine noted that their proper designation is “spirit”, for that is 

what they are, rather than just what they do (CCC 329). The Scriptures, from beginning to end, are full of 

accounts of angelic interventions in salvation history. After their sin put Adam and Eve out of the Garden, 

an angel prevented them from returning; when time and history finally end it will be at a signal delivered 

by the Angel Gabriel. Furthermore, at every step along the way of our individual journeys we are 

“surrounded by their watchful care and intercession” (CCC 336). It is a very good practice to ask daily for 

your guardian angel’s assistance. They are eager to fulfill the task that God has given them to see us 

safely to heaven and we ought to cooperate with them in every way we can. 

The angels are joined to us, too, in liturgical worship. Although theirs is far more splendid than ours, 

heaven and earth meet in offering the perfect sacrifice of the divine Son to the eternal Father. The second 

psalm prayer from Morning Prayer of the Third Sunday of the Four Week Psalter of the Liturgy of the 

Hours puts it beautifully: 

Lord, extolled in the heights by the angelic powers, you are also praised by all earth’s creatures, 

each in its own way. With all the splendor of heavenly worship, you still delight in such tokens of 

love as earth can offer. May heaven and earth together acclaim you as king; may the praise that is 

sung in heaven resound in the heart of every creature on earth. [Amen.] 

The nine names given to the different kinds of angels in the Bible are thought by theologians to represent 

graduated “choirs” – suggesting again their part in the worship of God – but also their ascending 

magnitude of being and level of responsibility in aiding the divine work.  From the mere “angels” that are 

believed to attend upon us here as guardian angels, all the way up to the heights of the heavenly glory of 

the cherubim and seraphim who attend directly upon God himself, these pure intelligent spirits serve God 

as his emissaries, even being thought by some of the Saints to regulate the forces of nature or guide the 

heavenly spheres, as the ancients used to say. However they may exactly be engaged by God, they are a 

wonderfully consoling part of our faith for which we should be very grateful to our Creator.    
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The Material World 

The world that we experience every day is, as we have already 

seen, made of nothing. Everything in our experience is a 

creation of God in this sense: “all existent beings, all of 

nature, and all human history are rooted in this primordial 

event, the very genesis by which the world was constituted 

and time begun” (CCC 338).  

In this section, the Catechism stresses the beauty, goodness, 

order, and harmony of the world of creatures. When we 

survey the magnificent beings in the visible world we cannot 

help but think that God loves variety. For example, spend time 

at the aquarium looking at the incredible diversity in size, 

color, morphology, and habits of the fish in the tanks. But 

God’s creation is not a haphazard variety. It is ordered both 

hierarchically and for a tight interdependence that strikes us as 

harmonious and beautiful. Everything has its place in the great 

chain of being. 

Man is perched at the height of the visible universe. In him it 

comes to the level of consciousness and through him it can 

freely praise its Creator. This brings with it a responsibility to 

safeguard “the particular goodness of every creature, to avoid 

any disordered use of things which would be in contempt of 

the Creator and would bring disastrous consequences for 

human beings and their environment” (CCC 339). 

This “dominion” is clearly expressed in the creation account 

of Genesis where man is shown naming the animals and is 

commanded to continue God’s creative work by filling the 

earth. The Sabbath rest on the seventh day, at the end of the 

creational week, reflects the covenantal character of the 

relation between man and his Maker. As we will see, man and 

woman are icons of the God who made them and are to relate 

to one another in a love that images the eternal relation of love 

at the heart of the Trinity of divine Persons.  

The spiritually symbolic creation account describes the true 

order of things in the world and points to a law inscribed in 

the natures of things that expresses the divine Wisdom at 

work in securing our greatest possible good, our return to the 

blessing that is the source of everything. Christ rose as the 

announcement of a new creation in him on Sunday or what is 

called the Lord’s Day. That day, the day after the Jewish 

Sabbath, coincided with the first day of Creation and so 

fittingly marks the re-creation his saving death had worked. It 

is also a new, or eighth day. Our final beatitude is the undying 

experience of the eternal “eighth day,” the day beyond the seven days of Creation. It is toward that eternal 

We live in a society that stresses the 

importance of absolute equality, 

even to the point of utter sameness. We 

all strive to wear what others are 

wearing, to listen to the same music to 

which others are listening, to use the 

slang that everyone else is speaking. 

Ironically, the way we express our 

“individuality” is by being part of the 

latest fashion trend. That is, we try to 

be like everyone else in expressing our 

particular difference. 

The Catechism, on the other hand, 

stresses the reverse. The “diversity of 

beings” and what it calls a “hierarchy 

of creatures” express an underlying 

order and harmony. Real, fundamental 

difference is the law of the created 

universe. Each individual thing 

“possesses its own particular 

goodness and perfection” (CCC 339). 

And that fundamental difference is not 

just for difference’s sake, but for the 

interdependence that it teaches. Each 

thing in creation is joined in a 

beautiful, harmonious dance with 

every other thing in radical 

interdependence. “The spectacle of 

their countless diversities and 

inequalities tells us that no creature is 

self-sufficient” (CCC 340). 

So, all our fashion-conscious striving 

for a distinctive sameness is really a 

waste of time. We are already utterly 

unique and that ought to impel us to 

see ourselves as members of the great 

family of creation, a great chain of 

being which is best expressed not in a 

studied sameness, but in service. 
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day that we are ascending as we place our foot upon this first rung of the ladder of faith: “I believe in one 

God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible.” 

 

Chapter 5 

Man and the Son of Man: Moving to the Second Rung  

CCC 355-455 

Compendium 66-84 or The Roman Catechism, The First and Second Articles 19-23 and 1-12  

 

Creation and Fall, and Redemption in the Son 

As we noted in the last chapter, it is very important to have our correct bearings at the beginning of our 

journey because a small variation in the course at the beginning can make a huge difference in whether 

we arrive at our proper destination. Knowing that God is the source and constant sustainer of everything 

makes a tremendous difference in how we conduct ourselves in the world. To see God at the root of 

everything at every moment is to see things as they really are; it is the beginning of a supernatural 

realism. 

We’ve looked at the invisible part of creation, the angels, and at the mute part of the material universe, 

next we have to consider the place of the human person in the plan of creation as it unfolds “in the 

beginning” (Gen 1:1). Man is uniquely willed for his own sake (see CCC 356); God has created 

everything for him; like the angels, he was made in God’s image and likeness, but he has lost our likeness 

to him by sin. We are a composite of matter and spirit, and the body, male and female participates in the 

divine image. We are subject to concupiscence, and we are fated to die. These are the basics of the 

Christian anthropology of the Catechism, its analysis of the state of man before and after the fall 

We must know what we are up against in the journey of ascent to the blessing from which we come. The 

terrain we have to cover is difficult, even if we know the way. We are not as well provisioned as we were 

originally in the Garden of Eden. This makes the Christian walk “a hard battle” (CCC 407). Thus, if we 

are going to calculate the cost, we need to be able to know not only the way but also who we are. We 

often do not know the full truth about who we are until we find ourselves tested on the journey, but 

knowing our fallen state can help us prepare better for the test, and to be more appreciative of the remedy 

that God provides us in the coming of Christ Jesus. 

Man 

“The sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath” (Mark 2:27).  We’ve already 

discussed the Sabbath, the day of rest following Creation that is transferred to the Lord’s Day, 

the Sunday after Christ’s Resurrection in the early Church. Now we have to consider what this 

rest at the end of Creation means as regards man. After declaring the work of the sixth day, 

which culminates with the creation of man and woman, “very good”, God rests on the seventh day (Gen 

1:31). Since the Hebrew word for seven, sheba, means both the number seven and “covenant oath”, God’s 

resting on the seventh day is a sign of his covenant commitment to man and woman. 
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In the Bible, “covenant” is the word used to indicate the special relationship that God has with his chosen 

people Israel. Likewise, the number seven often points to the formation or maintenance of that covenant 

relationship. For example, at time when God frees his people from Egypt and forms a covenant with them 

at Mt. Sinai, he asks them in Leviticus 23 to observe the seventh day as a “solemn rest, a holy 

convocation” (23:3). He then goes on to require that they celebrate seven “appointed feasts” (vs. 4) each 

year, often celebrated for periods of seven days or measured and set based upon multiples of seven days 

or weeks. Three of these are to be celebrated in the seventh month of the year. All of this “sevening” is 

highly symbolic and seems to indicate that God uses this number to indicate his desire to covenant with 

his people and perhaps, too, to represent the original ordering of the universe at its creation, the six days 

of creation and a seventh day rest. (See CCC 347).       

The human persons that God creates last are the objects of special concern in that desire to join himself to 

his creatures that becomes, in some sense, the plot of the whole of the biblical story that follows. 

Interestingly, man and woman in themselves, in their very constitution, are a kind of microcosmic image 

of God’s covenantal desire in that we are a meeting of earth and heaven, or as the Creed puts it, “things 

visible and invisible”.  Adam is formed from the earth and filled with a breath of life by God directly, 

suggesting what we call body and soul (Gen 2:7). The seventh day, which indicates a joining of the 

earthly and the heavenly in covenant embrace, could also means that once spirit and matter meet in man, 

male and female, God is finished with his work. That first unfallen man and unfallen woman perfectly 

expressed God’s desire to see heaven and earth meet. So much did they satisfy God’s design, that he went 

to meet them and, we are told, he walked with them in the Garden of Paradise (Gen 3:8). 

That state of perfection later falls in the face of human disobedience. Despite this, the truth stands that 

“God created everything for man” (CCC 358). CCC 359 indicates why this is the case, “it is only in the 

mystery of the Word made flesh that the mystery of man truly becomes clear” (quoting GS 22 § 1), which 

Pope St. John Paul II called “that stupendous text” (Redemptor hominis no 9). That is, God made 

everything for man because he made man in the image of the God-Man who was yet to come. We are 

made to be conformed to him and that is the reason for everything. We have been made to bring the 

whole of creation to its perfection by our complete union with God, the creature with the Creator. What 

Christ accomplishes perfectly in his Incarnation, is represented in miniature, in finitude, in a kind of icon 

in the creation of man. 

Man is uniquely able to take up this work because he is a composite of matter and spirit. Man unites in 

himself the two halves of creation the, “visible and invisible”, that we have already mentioned from the 

Creed. Man is very much in the middle of things in this story; he really stands astride two worlds, the 

spiritual and material. He is also a microcosm which points to the macrocosmic version of the meeting of 

Infinite Spirit and man in Jesus Christ. So our embodiment is important. Our rational souls, possessing 

memory, intellect and a free will, make us faintly like the God who made us: we are made in his image. 
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The body, however, is not just a vehicle for the soul as some 

have suggested. The “body shares in the dignity of the ‘image of 

God’” (CCC 364). It is a specifically human body by virtue of its 

union with the soul and, we could add, the body of a 

particular, individual person. With each conception of a new 

life, God immediately creates the personal soul and joins it to an 

individual body which is the fruit of human marital love. The 

body and soul thus form one single, individual expression of a 

human nature. (See CCC 365, which also notes that we can 

call the soul the “form” of the body.) 

In addition to the body and soul, St. Paul sometimes mentions “the 

spirit”, as well (see 2 Thess 5:23 and CCC 367). The Catechism 

suggests that this points to our supernatural dimension or end, not 

a division of the soul into parts. It also notes that the “heart”, 

which it will later describe as the “place of covenant” (CCC 

2563), is the favored biblical expression for the interior-most 

portion of the human person. 

Man and Woman 

The Catechism notes that the one human nature is gendered. As 

Genesis 1:27 reads, “So God created man in his own image, in the 

image of God he created him, male and female he created them.” 

Although God is not gendered because he possesses all 

perfections within himself in a single and perfect expression of the 

divine nature, “the respective ‘perfections’ of man and woman 

reflect something of the infinite perfection of God” (CCC 370). In 

fact, the intimate, marital communion of persons that gender 

makes possible in us is a reflection, however faint, of the 

communion of persons that God is in himself. So, our “gendered-

ness” is an important way in which we point to the God who made 

us.  

The relation of man and woman in marriage, and the new life it 

makes possible, is the one place outside of God himself that 

persons beget persons—angels above us are persons but do not 

beget, and animals below us beget but are not persons. (See ST I 

Q. 93 a. 3 resp: “man proceeds from man as God from God”.) As 

we will see, this makes of marriage not just a natural arrangement, 

still less a mere social convention, but an icon of divine love in the 

world, which we tamper with at our own peril. 

The first man and woman, who are the forbearers of the whole 

human race (see CCC 360), were created in a state of holiness or original justice. The Catechism 

describes this as a triple harmony: harmony within the human person (integrity), harmony between human 

persons (communion), and harmony between men and creation (dominion). That inner harmony yielded a 

“mastery” (CCC 377) over self and the world that the Bible calls “dominion”. (Gen 1:28 and see CCC 

Willed by God 

While we may sometimes fret about 

what God’s will might be in 

particular situations, we can be rock-

solid sure about many things, simply 

on the basis of the fact that they are. 

What God has made, he has willed to 

be. Complaining does not change 

reality. This is also true of things 

contingent upon our human freedom. 

God does not cause evil, he only 

allows it because some greater good 

can be drawn from it. The greatest 

good ever, our salvation, came from 

the worst crime ever committed, the 

crucifixion of the supremely 

innocent Christ. 

When I face difficulties, simply 

because they are, my options are to 

ignore it, which is to live in 

unreality; to oppose it, which can 

leave me frustrated and embittered; 

or to accept it as God’s will for me. 

Only the last option is “realistic”. 

There is, of course, nothing wrong 

with opposing moral evil, in fact we 

ought to, especially when we can 

defend the innocent. Nor is there 

anything wrong with asking the 

question, “why?” in the midst of 

some difficulty, as long as we are 

ready to hear the answer that God 

speaks to us in the simple facts of our 

situation, however difficult. 

Ultimately it is a sign of growth in 

grace to be able to see in the facts of 

our lives, especially those things that 

we cannot alter, the signs of God’s 

Providence. 
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376.)  In the next sad episode of the human story, that of the Fall, we will see that this triple harmony will 

give way to a triple concupiscence. That is, a loss of the inner harmony that we call integrity, as well as 

the loss of justice, and the introduction of a disorder into the cosmos that will result in suffering and 

death. 

The Fall  

The account of the Fall of the human race in Adam and Eve reminds us that our own journey of ascent of 

faith includes aspects of tragedy. There are some who claim that religion is a crutch for people who want 

to paint a rosy picture of the world more to their liking than the reality. The doctrine of Original Sin, 

however, shows the fallacy of that idea. Christianity is realism. We know by faith that life, even in grace, 

is “a hard battle” (CCC 407). 

Malcolm Muggeridge, the British journalist and satirist who converted to Catholicism late in life, once 

said that original sin is a dogma that can be confirmed by simply looking at the front page of the 

newspaper. It is surprising, therefore, that the doctrine is often denied, sometimes even by the same 

people who claim that Christianity is unrealistic. Even so, if the fallen state of the world is obvious even 

to an objective observer, the manner in which it fell is not.  

Only by revelation can we know the details of the Fall, and even those details are cloaked in a certain 

amount of mystery. CCC 390 says that “The account of the fall in Genesis 3 uses figurative language, but 

affirms a primeval event, a deed that took place at the beginning of the history of man.” (Emphasis in 

original.) This serves to remind us that, although highly symbolic, the biblical account of the Fall is not a 

mythical account with which we moderns can dispense. We must, for example, believe that there were two 

first parents who committed a first act of transgression against God’s command. Since sin in the world is 

an obvious fact, a revealed account that explains the reason for it is of tremendous value. And, the fact of 

the presence of sin in the world is a kind of rudimentary support for the truth of the biblical account. 

As we noted when talking about the presence of evil in the world, it is our freedom and so also our ability 

to love that makes sin a possibility. That possibility became an actuality at the very origin of the human 

race. While the biblical text is open to interpretation, it certainly presents the first sin as an act of 

disobedience toward God and an assertion of self in pride (see CCC 397-98). Particularly, the act is 

described as the eating of a forbidden fruit which gives Adam and Eve a knowledge of good and evil that 

they did not previously have. In Hebrew the word for knowledge, yada, means not just an intellectual 

grasp of a thing, but also a deep, immediate, experiential awareness of a thing.  

So, after their act of disobedience to God, Adam and Eve know the difference between good and evil in a 

new and direct way. Because they themselves have committed evil, they experience it, they know it, in a 

way they had not when they lived in innocent goodness. The profound irony to the evil one’s incitement 

to Adam and Eve that “you will be like gods” (Gen 3:5), is that God had already given them wonderful 

spiritual gifts and had planned that they “be fully ‘divinized’ by God in glory” (CCC 398). Rather than 

waiting for God to give them an intimate knowledge of himself, they grasp at a counterfeit offered by his 

adversary. 

Consequently, the triple harmony that Adam and Eve possessed became a triple disharmony. They are no 

longer integrated within, the lower powers in them, the emotions or passions, rebel against the higher in 

disordered attachments of all kinds. They immediately begin to squabble about who is to blame, 

suggesting a new disharmony between the man and woman. Even their relation of dominion over nature 

is marred, as suggested by their exclusion from the Garden of Eden. Contrary to our common conception 
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that sin is private and personal, this true story of its origin shows that every sin has widespread 

consequences which introduce further disorder into the world that God made. 

The loss of the three harmonies indicates that the rebellion of Adam and Eve introduces the disorder of 

rebellion into the rebels themselves. The nature of sin is such that we become what we do: one who steals 

becomes a thief; one who lies becomes a liar. In the case of the original sin, the very human nature of the 

rebels goes into rebellion. From this point forward, the restless imagination defies the will, the restless 

passions defy reason, and finally, the body will, so to speak, defy the immortal soul and become mortal. 

Through this first sin, death will enter the world just as God had warned: “for in the day that you eat of it 

[the forbidden fruit] you shall die” (Genesis 2:17). On that very day, the death of soul occasioned by that 

first sin yields the eventual death of the body. The painful separation of body and soul that we call death 

is a continuous reminder of the separation between God and man that all sin causes. 

How We are Fallen 

The loss of original justice, and all the gifts that accompany it, makes Adam and Eve the possessors of a 

fallen human nature, fallen from the heights they had previously enjoyed. We inherit that nature from 

them as it was the only nature that they could now pass on. Since we are all descendants of our first 

parents (see CCC 360), we all bear the mark of the fault they committed even though it is not for us a 

personal sin. As the Catechism explains, it is “a state and not an act”, “a sin ‘contracted’ and not 

‘committed’” (CCC 404).  

The rebellion in us that leaves us with a weakened will, a darkened intellect, and the “inclination to evil 

that is called ‘concupiscence’” (CCC 405), does not mean that our nature is totally corrupt. We retain the 

“goodness” of being that God gave to all his creation and the “image” of himself that God placed in us, 

but we have lost the “likeness” that originally accompanied his image. There is, however, enough of our 

original state left for grace to work on.  

As we have already noted, inheriting fallen nature means that life, even life in Christ, will be a struggle. 

Suffering as we do from the triple concupiscence which in 1 John 2:16 is called “the lust of the flesh,” 

“the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (see CCC 377), no one is exempted from the difficult work of 

growth that goes with being human after the Fall. It is interesting to note that the biblical story we have 

been asked to enter by faith is largely the story of a people called “Israel” That very name, “Israel”, 

means struggle. (See Gen 32:24-28 and Gal 6:16.) The journey of ascent we are on involves a struggle 

with the one God. He contends with us for our own good while we, because of the darkness of sight that 

we have inherited and our own obstinacy, struggle to get away from him. He wrestles with us to make us 

see that what we are trying to escape is, in fact, ultimate happiness, the blessedness that only he can 

provide. 

The revealed fact of original sin can be seen in a sense to be a vital part of the gospel, the good news. 

While it is a sad fact, it is a fact, and it is good to know the facts. The Catechism states that ignorance of 

original sin leads “to serious errors in the areas of education, politics, social action,299 and morals” (CCC 

407, quoting Council of Trent (1546): DS 1511; cf. Heb 2:14). Without this vital information, we go on 

trying to perfect ourselves and the society around us. Tremendous amounts of time, money, and personal 

and societal effort can be wasted trying to do the impossible.  

When we fail at perfecting ourselves, we often blame ourselves for our failure. In the civic realm we 

demand a new party, plan, policy, or politician to do a better job of bringing on the utopia that is always 

just beyond the horizon. In our personal lives we look constantly for the next diet, job, self-help book, or 

financial plan to make us the perfect person that we are told we should be. All of this is based upon the 
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radically mistaken belief that we can be perfected by such plans and programs, and therefore leads to 

disappointment and social and personal recriminations. 

In this sense, it is good news that we cannot perfect ourselves. Understanding this saves us much anxiety 

and frustration and offers the possibility of some measure of peace. If we simply acknowledge that fact 

and do nothing more, however, it can lead us to rationalize our mediocrity and can lead to further 

cynicism and despair. It is the beginning of wisdom to know that we are fallen, but the fact that we are 

dissatisfied with our limitations is an important signal that there must be some possible answer to our 

malady. If we long for perfection, that longing must be based on some possible source of perfection. That 

source of perfection is God and not us. When we see that we cannot, but God can, we are more inclined to 

turn to him for answers and to save ourselves the frustration of failure. The myth of human perfectibility 

can be a great obstacle to forgiving ourselves and others. The “good news” of our sinfulness can 

overcome that obstacle and put us on the road to the perfect work that God wants to do in us by his grace. 

The first chapters of Genesis, the first book of the Bible, describe the tragedy of original sin. It is a 

catastrophe for man, but the only thing worse than the Fall, is a fallen human being who does not know 

that he or she is fallen. In this sense alone, the Church’s dogma of original sin is a foundational part of the 

gospel message. It is, in a sense, good news to know the bad news. The worst thing that has ever 

happened is “good news” because it is a fact, and even sad facts are good to know, especially if they help 

us respond positively.  

The Roman Catechism counsels priests, “The Pastor, therefore, will not omit to remind the faithful that 

the guilt and punishment of original sin were not confined to Adam. This guilt and this punishment of 

original sin descended justly from him, as from their source and cause, to all his posterity” (2, 2). It is 

useless for us to claim that our fallen state is somehow unfair. Such a claim would be like claiming that it 

is unfair to inherit blond hair or olive skin from our parents. This is particularly clear when we see that in 

Christ, we are given the ultimate remedy for the guilt, stain, and eternal punishment of original sin. The 

final and best part of this part of the story and our advance up the ladder of faith is the immeasurable 

consolation provided by the coming of Christ in all its magnificence, precisely in light of the sad fact of 

original sin. 

Jesus Comes to Raise the Fallen 

We now take up the answer to our fallen state—in fact, the answer to every human problem—Jesus 

Christ. As the Catechism emphasizes, despite our sinfulness, God did not abandon us to the power of 

death (see CCC 409). He would not have allowed evil to enter the world unless he could draw a great 

good from it (see CCC 311). Jesus, who is the answer to human sin, is the greatest good that has ever 

been. He is the happy ending to the long story of human failure. So much so that the Church sings in the 

Easter Exultet, “O truly necessary sin of Adam, destroyed completely by the Death of Christ! 

O happy fault that earned so great, so glorious a Redeemer!” (see also CCC 412). 

Moving from the Father’s Creation to Redemption in the Son takes us into the second of the three 

chapters of the Creed and from the first to the second rung of the ladder of faith. Trinitarian in form, the 

Creed is also the story of salvation in miniature. Thus, we enter the second phase of the story of God’s 

saving plan that we call the economy. There is much more to the first part of the story than just Creation; 

we saw that at spots in this very first part of the Catechism that preceded it treatment of the Creed. Recall, 

for example, the stages of revelation in the Old Testament in paragraphs 54-64 and the abbreviated story 

of faith, which featured Abraham and Mary at pragraphs 144-149). We will, in fact, see many more 

examples of the telling of the Old Testament story in the other parts of the Catechism that feature this 

“Age of the Father,” or the time of Creation and promise.  
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The section of the Catechism on Creation actually ends with the promise of the “dawn” of salvation. 

Mary’s role in salvation was foretold at the very moment of the first sin, already showing that God would 

draw good from that evil. God cursed Satan for leading Adam and Eve into sin with the words: “I will put 

enmity [hostility] between you and the woman, and between her seed and your seed; he shall bruise your 

head and you shall bruise his heal” (Gen 3:15). This is called the protoevangelium or first gospel, because 

it foretells the eventual battle between the seed of the woman (Jesus) and the minions of Satan. Mary, 

who was preserved from all stain of sin by the merits of her Son, is called “woman” at critical points in 

John’s gospel and seen as the announcement of the fulfilling of this ancient prophecy at the beginning of 

the world. 

The phrase, “I believe in Jesus Christ”, is the heart of the Christian confession of faith. He is our access to 

the Father; he is the fullness of revelation. At paragraph 425 the Catechism says, “The transmission of the 

Christian faith consists primarily in proclaiming Jesus Christ in order to lead others to faith in him.” The 

next paragraph goes on to say that “to catechize is ‘to reveal in the Person of Christ the whole of God’s 

eternal design reaching fulfillment in that Person’” (CCC 426). As noted earlier, in the Logos, the Word, 

we have the plan of the Father for our salvation. In the Incarnate Word, Jesus Christ, we have the 

fulfillment of that eternal plan and its full disclosure. The aim of the journey of ascent we have begun is to 

enter into communion with him, to walk with him. If we do so, he will lead us back to the Father of all 

blessing. 

The Name Above Every Name 

In the opening paragraphs on our Savior, the Catechism begins with a consideration of his name and 

titles: Jesus, Christ, Son of God, and Lord. Each of these deserves a lengthy meditation of its own, but in 

this introduction, we will only note the barest essentials. 

“Jesus,” the name given him by the Angel Gabriel, means in the original Hebrew, Yeshua, “God saves”. 

The Catechism remarks that because this name has within it the name “God”, it indicates that God is 

present in Jesus. In this name, God tells us who he is. He is the One who saves. The principle that what 

God does in the economy tells us who He is, explained in CCC 236, is doubly true in this case. The name 

given to the historical God-Man, “Jesus”, tells us who he is, and what he does shows him to be aptly 

named. 

Battling with Christ 

Jesus himself enters the human condition, and so into our struggles, and brings the 

possibility of a complete revolution in our thinking about how we see our trials as well as 

our triumphs. Just as Jesus’ greatest victory issues from his complete rejection by us, so 

also our greatest triumphs are not those that come to us easily but those that are hard won. 

Jesus wants to share his victory with us, but it would not be shared in all its sweetness if 

he did not also allow us to share some of the bitter struggle that makes the final victory so 

sweet. The saints testify, again and again, that even the bitter can come to be sweet, when 

we share our struggles with Christ. 
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“Christ”, in the Greek, Christos, translates the Hebrew word messiah. It means “anointed one”. 

In the Old Testament priests, kings, and even prophets were anointed. Jesus is Christ in all these 

ways. He is anointed or consecrated as the promised Messiah from the first moment of his 

conception by the Holy Spirit in the Virgin Mary. Quoting St. Irenaeus, the Catechism shows 

that this title has trinitarian overtones in that the title “Christ” suggests the one who anoints (the 

Father), the one anointed (the Son), and the anointing itself (the Holy Spirit) (see CCC 438). 
Lastly, the Messiah was to be the Son of David, the Davidic heir to the vacant throne of Israel. This 

expectation is finally fulfilled when Jesus the Christ, the Messiah, is revealed from the throne of his 

Cross, a sign of contradiction to the Jewish people. 

“Son of God”, the beginning of the revelation of the trinitarian relations, is also a messianic title. The 

Catechism cites two important biblical events when this title is disclosed. First, Jesus’ Baptism in the 

Jordan by John, and second, his Transfiguration on Mt. Tabor. On both occasions, the voice of the Father 

declares, “this is my beloved son”. In the Hebrew phrase it would be ben David — where the word ben 

means “son”, and the word David means “beloved” – making these declarations of the Father 

simultaneously professions of Jesus’ divine Sonship and his dignity as messianic king and Davidic heir. 

“Lord”, Kyrios in the Greek, is also the term used in the Greek Old Testament to translate the Hebrew 

YHWH, the divine name disclosed to Moses at the burning bush in Exodus 3. This title, Lord, indicates 

that the Son is fully God. In the Gospels, many people use this title when addressing Jesus without 

awareness of his divinity, suggesting rather their respect for him as a revered teacher. However, Thomas’ 

profession when he finally sees the Risen Jesus and exclaims, “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28) 

expresses the full weight of our Christian faith which sees the Lord as he is, “the key, the center, and the 

purpose of the whole of man’s history” (CCC 450). 

With this introduction to our Savior by way of his historical name and his biblical titles, we now have our 

foot firmly planted on the second rung of the ladder of faith as expressed in the second article of the 

Apostles Creed, by which we confess faith “in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord”. But recall what the 

Catechism has just told us in paragraph 450, he is far more than a mere means by which we ascend to the 

Father. As he told us in John 1:51 he is the very ladder by which we make the ascent: “Truly, truly, I say 

to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of 

man.” As the titles we have just seen reveal, he is also – with the Father – the One to whom the ladder 

leads. 

 

Chapter 6 

Mary, Incarnation & Infancy: The Third Rung of Faith 

CCC 456-534 

Compendium 85-104 or The Roman Catechism, The Third Article, 1-11  

 

From the Second Rung to the Third 



Ladder of Ascent – Sean Innerst 

39 
 

Recall that the last chapter finished with an introduction to Jesus as Christ, Son of God, and Lord. That 

last title identified Jesus with the eternal God (YHWH) who had revealed himself to the Jewish people in 

the economy of the Old Testament. He is the eternal God, the Lord. This chapter begins where the Eternal 

enters time, the Incarnation of the Lord of History, Jesus Christ. Recall also that the Catechism says of 

him that he is “the key, the center, and the purpose of the whole of man’s history” (CCC 450). As 

Catholics, we believe that the most important event of human history comes not at its beginning, nor at its 

end (with all due attention to the importance of Creation and the end of time), but at its middle. As Israel 

always looked forward to its Messiah, the new Israel of God, the Church, always looks backward to that 

important moment when God became one of us. 

It is important to recognize that, for Catholics, progress is not merely the arrival of the newest thing, but 

an ever-deepening penetration of that very old event toward which we always gaze at the center of 

history. It is also important to recognize that the doctrinal declarations about the union of God and man in 

Christ percolate up out of the true story of our salvation which, as we have seen, is represented in the 

economic form of the Creed, which really follows the historical pattern, Old Testament, New Testament 

and Church. In Christianity, the present is always firmly rooted in the past. The Catechism makes this 

clear by considering the salvific promise of Genesis 3:15 fulfilled in Mary (see CCC 410-412) before 

introducing the coming of the Son of God (see CCC 422). 

After having briefly considering who and what Jesus is (Christ, Son, and Lord) which is the object of our 

faith in his divinity, we turn to the next moment in the history, the Incarnation itself (CCC 456), which is 

what Mary consents to with her “let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). While it is true that 

the Catechism immediately returns to a doctrinal consideration of the qualities of the Incarnation (CCC 

457-483), it will go straight back to the history with CCC 484 and Mary’s “Yes” to all that God wished to 

do for us through her. Again, the true story is key. It is essential to know the doctrine in order to have a 

properly informed faith, but that doctrine will only make sense if it is seen as rising up out of the story of 

God’s immense love for us in time. 

The Incarnation: True God and True Man 

The Incarnation, the coming of God’s divine Son is the very heart of the true story the Bible tells. In him 

we see the “the key, the center, and the purpose of the whole of man’s history” (CCC 450). In him we 

receive the revelation of God’s innermost secret: the eternal life of loving communion enjoyed by Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit. In him we come to know of God’s loving plan that he formed from all eternity in 

Christ and which reaches fulfillment in him. In him we see the picture of our own perfection, as God had 

willed us to be at Creation. In him we find the goal of all human striving, the answer to very human 

question. 

The Catechism tells us that the belief in God come in the flesh in Christ is the distinctive belief of 

Christianity (CCC 463). We have have seen that “To catechize is ‘to reveal in the Person of Christ the 

whole of God’s eternal design reaching fulfillment in that Person” (CCC 426). If belief in Christ is what 

specifically makes us Christian, and if the making of Christians is to bring others to know in him the 

eternal designs of God, then we have, even in this early stage of our journey of ascent in the Catechism, 

reached the very heart of that journey. In fact, we find ourselves at the very center of human history itself, 

the midpoint of the great cosmic journey of everything out of God and back to him.  

Jesus is the figure who changes the movement of history and makes possible our ascent, our return to the 

blessing of the Father, which we have undertaken in faith.  As then Cardinal Ratzinger wrote in Spirit of 

the Liturgy, at Christ’s coming, the course of human history takes an upward turn. Christ’s words “I, 

when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself” (Jn 12:32) and the early Church’s 
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depiction of Christ as the Good Shepherd who “takes the lost sheep onto his shoulders and carries it 

home” (pp. 61 and 33-34) describes the rescue mission that our Lord undertakes on our behalf.   

The vital facts about this central event of human history are also the central doctrines of Christianity. 

Reflecting on those facts, the Church has made certain doctrinal declarations about Christ. They are not 

made up out of whole cloth by the Church. They express the core truths that the plan of God, disclosed in 

the economy, makes clear to us. The Church in teaching them is simply being true to her Tradition, which 

makes up the content of the deposit of faith as well as the Church’s proclamation and profession of faith. 

The first fundamental truth is that the Son of God has come in the flesh in the Incarnation (CCC 461). 

Before considering this, the Catechism asks and answers the question, “Why Did the Word Become 

Flesh?” (CCC 456). The Catechism supplies four reasons: 

- “to save us by reconciling us with God” (CCC 456). 

- “that . . . we might know God’s love” (CCC 458) 

- “to be our model of holiness” (CCC 459) 

- “to make us ‘partakers of the divine nature’” (CCC 460) 

Note that God gains nothing from the Incarnation. This is clearly the “plan of loving goodness” that we 

saw in CCC 50. He does this all for us, gratuitously, philanthropically. He is the lover of our souls who 

“did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, 

being born in the likeness of men” (Phil 2:6-7). 

The beginning of the fulfillment of God’s loving plan is expressed in the line from the Apostles’ 

Creed, “who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary”. By this, the Church 

continually announces the central event of all time. 

 The Incarnation, as already mentioned, is Christianity’s particular or distinctive tenet. This mystery, 

which is perhaps even deeper than the inner mysteries of the inner life of God himself, is what makes our 

faith specifically Christian. It is also the point of attack for all those who deny Christianity, so much so 

that St. John in his first letter says such a denial of this truth of Christ come in the flesh is a sign of the 

spirit of “antichrist” (1 John 4:3). 

Because of this, the history or the story of salvation is so important. When we say that Christ comes in the 

flesh, we also mean that he enters time and so also our history; that is what it means to enter the flesh. To 

deny the story and its historical reliability is to make of Christ an ahistorical figure with merely spiritual 

or moral significance. It makes of the true story a mere story and it robs the Incarnation of its full 

significance. It is to deny the full truth of Christ come in the flesh. This is something we see everywhere 

today as writers of fiction and even theologians deny the facts of the story by either calling its reliability 

into question or by simply inventing a different story that will support the ideology they want to propose. 

It is necessary to see that this is fundamentally antichrist, in so far as it opposes the Incarnation in its 

fullest sense. 

God and Man 

The fundamental truth at the heart of the fundamental fact of the Incarnation is that Christ is fully 

God and fully man and a real union of the divine and human natures. If he is not both God and 

man, then the Incarnation is not the saving event we take it to be. He must be God to have the 
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power to save us, and he must be man to offer human atonement for the sin from which he saves 

us. At the same time, to reconcile God and man in himself, he must be God and man within 

himself. That is, not just a man used by God or any sort of loose association of the two natures, 

he must be the God-Man, a real union of the two natures that causes neither the reduction nor the 

loss of either. We believe that in him God and man fully meet in a reconciling embrace that we 

call the Incarnation. The Council of Chalcedon in 451 formally resolved the struggle for precision in the 

language used to describe what God had clearly revealed. 

We confess that one and the same Christ, Lord, and only begotten Son, is to be acknowledged in 

two natures without confusion, change, division, or separation. The distinction between the 

natures was never abolished by their union, but rather the character proper to each of the two 

natures was preserved as they came together in one person (prosopon) and one hypostasis. (CCC 

467) 

Prosopon and hypostasis are two Greek terms used at the time to mean “person”. In brief, the Council 

states that the point of union between the human and divine natures is the Divine Person of the Word.  

In the first centuries of the Church, the clear declarations of the Scriptures that Jesus is Son of 

God, Lord, and Christ were subject to the individual interpretation of believers. The exact 

meaning of all these titles, and the story that surrounds them, although now so clear to us, had 

not yet been made entirely clear in an official way. As a result, some incorrectly interpreted the 

Scriptures such that the three vital facts about the Incarnation—true God, true man, and truly one—were 

not each given their proper due. 

The various “heresies”, as these errors come to be called, can be complicated in themselves, and are made 

still more so by the intricacies of history. “Heresy” comes from a Greek word that just means to take, 

grasp or choose, which sounds rather benign, but, in fact, in some of the ancient Fathers of the Church is 

compared to the way that Adam and Eve had reached out to grasp the forbidden fruit, in the original sin. 

The heresies about the dogma of the Incarnation can be summarized into three main groups: 

1. The denial of the full divinity of Christ. 

2. The denial of the full humanity of Christ. 

3. The denial of a real union of the human and divine natures, such that both retain their proper 

essence and full integrity, in the one Christ. 

The Catechism gives some details of the various heresies in CCC 464-473, naming some of the instigators 

like Arius, who denied Christ’s full divinity; Apollinarius, who denied Christ’s full humanity; and 

Nestorius, who supported too weak a union between the two natures and, therefore, would not profess that 

Mary is the Mother of God, or Theotokos, literally “God-bearer.” 

In response to these controversies, the early ecumenical councils sculpted the Creed which gives the 

Church’s answers to the first two errors in very exact language. With reference to Christ’s being 

truly God we say that he is “eternally begotten of the Father” indicating that he is not a creature, 

but a Son who is “begotten not made”. In addition, however, since human sons are like but not 

entirely one with their fathers, we must say that Christ is “God from God, Light from Light, true 

God from true God”, as well. Finally, summarizing that the distinction between the Father and the Son 

exists in the one, undivided divinity, we say that he is “one in Being with the Father”. 
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In these words, we profess the first vital truth of the Incarnation, Jesus is God, the One God, from the 

Father, but not less than the Father and so fully God. 

The second vital truth is said more succinctly in the Creed, perhaps because Jesus was seen doing all the 

things that a man does: birth, growth, death, etc. Those who denied Christ’s full humanity tended to do so 

against the scriptural evidence and in favor of theories that God should not have anything intimately to do 

with the things of time and matter. In response to these heresies, a recital of the facts of revelation makes 

Christ’s manhood clear, and so we only need to say, “by the power of the Holy Spirit he was born of the 

Virgin Mary and became man” and “for our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered, died 

and was buried”. These are all things that happened to a man in time and history to which the New 

Testament gives witness. In so saying, we profess that Christ is truly man. 

The Creed we recite at Mass was largely formed out of the Church responses to the first two kinds of 

heresies that were addressed at the early councils of Nicaea (A.D. 325) and Constantinople (A.D. 381) 

when the controversy about the nature of the real union hadn’t fully come to the fore.  As a consequence, 

it is not so clear how the two distinct natures are united in Christ. To clarify that issue, the Council of 

Chalcedon gave the definition quoted above which preserves the human and divine natures and asserts a 

real and substantial union of them in the Person of the Son without loss or alteration of either. A question 

that sometimes surfaces here is, “If Jesus is not a human person but only a Divine Person, does that not 

undercut the second vital truth that he is truly man?” The Church’s answer is that Jesus cannot be two 

persons but only one. 

A person is, by definition, an individual, rational being. A rational human nature alone is not a person, 

only an actual individual expression of a rational human nature can be a person. Jesus can, therefore, have 

a full human nature which is taken up into a personal union with the Second Person of God without losing 

any of his humanity. He is an individual human nature who is the Son of God; that is his personal 

identity. If he were a human person and a Divine Person at the same time, he would not have the unity of 

identity integral to personhood. Since he is one individual and undivided in his identity, that unity must be 

precisely at the personal level. That is why we call the union of God and man in Christ the “hypostatic 

union”. Recall that hypostasis is a Greek word that the Council of Chalcedon had used (paired with the 

term prosopon, which means “face’) to mean “person.” So, the hypostatic union is the union of the divine 

nature and the human nature in Christ in a personal way such that he is one Person and not two. For this 

reason, we say that Jesus is a Divine Person but not a human person. 

Understanding the union of the two natures in this way makes for the closest sort of union while 

preserving the full essence of each nature. Neither nature loses its proper characteristics. Two intellects 

and two wills are present in the Person of Christ. Jesus is not half man, half God, nor is he some sort 

of third thing formed out of a mixing of the two natures (if that were even possible). He is fully 

God and fully man and still a unique individual with a proper identity and with the unity of ego 

and purpose which that implies. When Jesus identifies himself he uses the pronoun “I”, not “we”. 

The Catechism, beginning at paragraph 471, also makes clear that Christ’s humanity is a real humanity 

which includes an intellect, will, body, and heart. It makes clear that Jesus had to learn the same things 

that everyone must learn by experience, as a part of the self- emptying that he undertook to save us. At the 

same time, the Catechism also makes clear that even in his human intellect Christ had an “intimate and 

immediate knowledge” of his Father and a “fullness of understanding of the eternal plans he had come to 

reveal” (CCC 473-474).  
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Jesus knew who he was, that he was the Son of God, and the nature and import of his mission. But, even 

in his human intellect he also had knowledge that expressed “the divine life of his person” (CCC 473). 

And, of course, he had a divine intellect in which he knew all things in a divine mode, although that was 

not always evident in his life and ministry because of the “reality of his voluntary emptying of himself” 

(CCC 472). There are clearly times in the Gospels that he knows things that no man could naturally 

know, as when John says of him, “he knew all men and needed no one to bear witness of man, for he 

himself knew what was in man” (Jn 2:25). Likewise, Christ had a human will in addition to the divine 

will. These were not opposed in any way, but his human will always submitted in obedience to the divine 

will.  

The Catechism stresses that by taking a human body to himself the Word not only made himself subject 

to suffering a death, the means by which he redeemed us, he also introduced a new economy of images, 

making iconography an important part of the life of Church, especially in the East. At CCC 478, the 

Catechism draws attention to the fact that God has loved us with a human heart in our Lord Jesus and 

says that “Jesus knew and loved us each and all during his life, his agony, and his Passion and gave 

himself up for each one of us.” This love has given rise to the distinctively Latin devotion (aided by 

revelations given to Saint Margaret Mary Alocoque) to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. 

Mary: The Dawn of the “Sonrise” 

After considering the truths of the Incarnation, the Catechism returns to the substance of the history from 

which those truths arise, and, naturally, first considers Mary, “the woman” promised in Genesis 3:15. She 

is the dawn that promises the full “Sonrise” of the Incarnation. The Catechism stresses that what we 

believe about Mary is dependent upon our faith in 

Christ. Her special privileges in the economy support 

and testify to Christ’s grandeur as the God-Man. 

Mary, as the dawn of the Son has been prefigured as 

has he. She is the fulfillment of all the heroic feminine 

figures of the Old Testament economy: Hannah, Ruth, 

Deborah, Judith, Esther, and even a kind of 

personification of Israel herself. Just as God gives us 

fragments of the full portrait of our Savior in various 

Old Testament figures, he gives us a kind of 

composite sketch of Mary in advance, too. 

Just as in treating the Incarnation the Catechism stops to consider the dogmas of Christ, here it pauses to 

consider the dogmas of Mary that pertain to the beginning of this second part of the economy of salvation. 

Her defined prerogatives are four: her Immaculate Conception, that she is Mother of God, her perpetual 

virginity, and her bodily Assumption into heaven, which the Catechism waits to present in the third part 

of the story, the Age of the Church (see CCC 963ff.). 

To be a fitting receptacle for the Holy One, Mary was preserved from all stain of original sin from the 

very moment of her conception in the womb of her mother, Saint Anne. This was not owing to any merit 

in herself, but by virtue of a free gift of God who applied the merits of Christ to her “preveniently”, which 

means before his coming in the flesh. The greeting of the angel Gabriel at the Annunciation suggests this 

when he calls her “full of grace” (Lk 1:28). In the Greek, the term is not so much a description as a title. 

At the time of the angel’s announcement Mary is a young woman. Thus, the title Gabriel gives her 

suggests not only her innocence at birth, but her complete freedom from all personal sin thereafter as 

well. In order to be “full of grace”, Mary must be empty of all sin (see CCC 490-493). 

Our Lady, the Mother of God, gave herself entirely 

to the person and work of her Son then as now. She is 

the spiritual mother of us all and the icon and perfect 

realization of the Church, upon which the Church 

models herself. 
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Mary’s profound holiness is ordered toward her role as the Mother of the Redeemer. She was sculpted by 

God to be the only Mother of the one whose only Father is God himself. To indicate this tremendous 

privilege, the Council of Ephesus in A.D. 341 formally applied to her the title, Theotokos, a Greek term 

meaning “God-bearer”. 

Mary is also a virgin mother, a revealed fact that guards the divine origin of her Son “as conceived by the 

Holy Spirit”. The Churches of both East and West also affirm that she is “ever-virgin”. While some 

Protestants will contest this because they have forgotten this part of the ancient tradition of the undivided 

Church, it is a wonderful testimony to the trinitarian quality of the Marian mystery. She is the beloved 

daughter of the Father, which is witnessed to by her virginity before the Incarnation and birth; she is the 

Mother of the Son of God, which is assured by her virginity during the birth; and she is the faithful 

spouse of the Holy Spirit, which is guaranteed by her continuing virginity after the birth of her Son. And 

the virginity here spoken of is of both a physical and spiritual nature. By her virginal motherhood Mary is 

“the symbol and the most perfect realization of the Church” (CCC 507). 

The Mysteries of the Hidden Life: Birth and Infancy 

Having gazed upon the beauty of the dawn, which is Mary, we turn to the coming of the Son. With the 

words, “Let it be to me according to your word” (Lk 1:38), Mary undoes the disobedience of Eve and 

reverses the course of the economy away from sin and toward salvation. In so doing, she becomes the 

New Eve, the “mother of all the living”. The birth of Christ, first in the womb of Mary and nine months 

later in Bethlehem, inaugurates this vitally new phase of the story in full. He is the Second Adam of the 

New Creation that he brings. 

The Catechism stresses that his arrival is of such profound effect for the human race that the whole of his 

life is one mammoth mystery and “everything in Jesus’ life was a sign of his mystery” (CCC 515). For 

this reason, Christians mull over every detail of the precious documents that we call the Gospels. At 

paragraph 516, the Catechism affirms that the whole of Jesus’ life on earth, “his words and deeds”, are all 

revelation. He is the fullness of the revelation of the Father, and, therefore, our introduction to the 

“innermost secret” of God, the Trinitarian life of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. His every action revealed 

God’s love and mercy. 

CCC 517 states that the whole of the life of Christ was also redemption. His birth, poverty, submission, 

words, miracles of healing and exorcism, all worked to save us, as did his Passion, death, and 

Resurrection. Since Jesus was God incarnate his every breath was an offering of love for the sins of all. 
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Finally, a third and more difficult “R”. By his 

every word and deed, Christ recapitulates the 

whole of human history, turning it around, and 

reorienting it toward a return to the Father for 

those who accept the grace he wins for us. This 

evocative theme of “recapitulation” is drawn 

from Saint Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians 1:9. 

God has set forth “a plan for the fullness of 

time to unite all things in him, things in heaven 

and on earth”. The Greek word rendered here in 

the Catechism as “recapitulation”, can also be 

translated as “summing up” or to “unite” all 

things. As the Book of Revelation calls him, 

Jesus is “the Alpha and the Omega”, “the 

beginning and the end” (Rv 22:13). He is the 

very pattern of the Father’s plan for both our 

creation and salvation. 

To say that Jesus recapitulates all things in 

himself means two things. First, that Jesus, as 

the fullest revelation of the Father and his 

loving plan, replays in every moment of his 

earthly life the economy of salvation. This 

includes the Father’s plan to draw Israel to 

himself and, through her and especially through 

the Messiah born in her midst, to draw all 

nations and people to himself in covenant love. 

Second, recapitulation means that Jesus in his 

Incarnation touched every aspect of human life: 

infancy, youth, adolescence, and the fullness of 

adulthood; hunger, thirst, laughter, tears, 

suffering, and even death. In this way, he 

redeems the whole of the human experience 

and offers us the possibility of salvation in him. 

In both these ways, Jesus recapitulates or sums 

up the whole of God’s plan of love and its 

realization in time and history. As the 

Catechism says, Jesus is “the key, the center, 

and the purpose of the whole of man’s history” 

(CCC 450). As members of Christ’s Mystical 

Body, the Church, we are called to continue his 

work of uniting all things in himself, giving 

order and purpose to our own time and history. 

Just as Christ recapitulated Israel, we are 

invited to recapitulate the words and works of 

Jesus. Jesus’ Incarnation united him with the 

Recapitulation 

The sublime doctrine of recapitulation is at the heart of 

the Church’s reflection on the significance of Christ not 

only to our salvation, but also to the meaning and purpose 

of the whole of human history and of each life lived 

within that vast story. The particular claim of 

Christianity, especially as described by Saint Paul, is that 

from the very beginning of time, God had a plan for us 

that was formed in Christ. All of history was arranged--

without infringing on individual freedom--to converge on 

the coming of Christ and to point to him, much as the 

beautiful setting of a necklace or ring draws attention to 

the precious gem at its center. Christ is indeed a precious 

gift from the Father and the ancient Christians, following 

Saint Paul in Ephesians 1:9, recognized that Christ had 

not only saved us from sin, but had “made known to us 

in all wisdom and insight the mystery of [God’s] will.” 

This was accomplished by a process that Paul calls 

“recapitulation” (and which he describes in Ephesians 1 

as “uniting all things in him”). 

Paragraph 521 in the Catechism even suggests that since 

we are now the Body of Christ that we continue “to live 

in him all that he himself lived”. Thus, what was present 

in Christ in the first century A.D. has passed mysteriously 

into the life of the Church, making us a continuation of 

his recapitulation, or uniting of all things. It goes on to 

say, “We must continue to accomplish in ourselves the 

stages of Jesus’ life and his mysteries and often to beg 

him to perfect and realize them in us and in his whole 

Church” (ibid., quoting St. John Eudes). 

The Catechism, citing the Vatican II document Ad Gentes 

and 1 Corinthians 15:28, reminds us that “the ultimate 

purpose of creation is that God ‘who is the creator of all 

things may at last become “all in all”’” (CCC 294). It is 

in Christ, to whom everything will be submitted in a final 

act of recapitulation at the end of time, that this total act 

of homage to the Father and God of all will be made (1 

Corinthians 15:28). 

What a supreme privilege it is to belong to Christ in the 

Church and to be incorporated into this cosmic work of 

God in Christ to draw all creation into the divine embrace 

and to unite us for all eternity in an unending covenant of 

love. 
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whole human race, and he lives within every Christian empowering us to follow him. We will also share 

in his sufferings and his glorious resurrection. 

 

Paragraphs 522 through 524 show that man’s remarkable participation in the mystery of Christ has been 

underway from the very beginning of the economy of salvation. Indeed, the Father makes all the events of 

the Old Covenant age “converge on Christ”. This includes “all the rituals and sacrifices, figures and 

symbols”, every event and prophecy (CCC 522). 

The vast prophetic preparation for the coming of the Son in the middle of history is repeated ritually every 

year in the liturgies of Advent. In this way, our hearts are made ready for his coming just as the world was 

prepared to receive him. Saint John the Baptist, a primary figure in the Liturgies of the Word during 

Advent, stands astride two worlds as the last of the Old Testament prophets and the first New Testament 

witness to the advent of the Lord in men’s hearts. 

Birth and Infancy 

The next ten paragraphs introduce the first parts of this momentous middle of the divine economy, about 

which we know so very little, apart from the Nativity itself. These paragraphs confirm that the whole of 

saving history is a preparation for Jesus’ coming, and that Jesus fulfills or “recapitulates” the entirety of 

that history. 

The Christ child is born in the poverty of Bethlehem, the city of David, his kingly precursor. He 

is presented to God in the Temple, as was each firstborn son of Israel, eight days after his birth to 

mark his circumcision and entry into the Covenant of Abraham. This first son of Mary and 

Joseph was the Firstborn of God as well As such, the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple fulfills the 

presentation of every firstborn throughout the entirety of Israel’s history, and it is the one Presentation 

toward which these presentations pointed.  

In the Epiphany to the Magi, wise men from foreign lands, he fulfills the prophecy that Israel and 

its Messiah would be “a light to the nations” (Is 49:6). His flight into Egypt recapitulates the 

journey into Egypt of his remote father Joseph, whose brothers had sold him into slavery. His 

return to Palestine recapitulates the Exodus of the nation of Israel under Moses and his successor, 

Joshua, whose name this child has been given, that is., Yeshua or Jesus. The Son who would say 

that we must be born from above and become as little children to enter the Kingdom of God is 

himself born into the human condition and becomes a child himself to inaugurate that Kingdom. 

From this point until his eventual disclosure as the Messiah of Israel, Jesus spends nearly thirty years in 

hidden obscurity doing the quotidian things that any man would do: working, worshipping, spending time 

among family and friends. This long novitiate in preparation for his eventual three-year mission shows 

that the ordinary events of life are laden with immense significance. As important as the proclamation of 

the gospel was, Jesus spent ten times as much time in Nazareth as he did wandering the dusty roads of 

Palestine healing and teaching. 

As the Catechism notes, only one event punctuates the long silence of the hidden years, that is, the finding 

of Jesus in the Temple after three days by his parents at age twelve. Despite his inalterable determination 

to be about his Father’s business, Jesus is obedient to his parents. After this evocative hint as to his 

eventual mission and Passion, he returns to the obscurity of Nazareth and all the discipline of a young boy 
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who must learn to love the Torah and ply a trade and thereby assume his place as a man among the 

chosen people. As Pope Paul VI reminded us in 1964 while visiting Nazareth, the austere simplicity of 

Nazareth, its ordinary round of labor and familial love is a school for us as to the heart of Christian life. 

There is a majesty to it that we ought not to underrate; the family and the workbench are the ordinary 

places for the formation of saints, these are the places where souls capable of the whole gift of self to God 

and neighbor are made (see CCC 533-34).  

Chapter 7 

Jesus’ Ministry & Death: Fourth Rung of Faith 

CCC 535-630 

Compendium 105-124 or The Roman Catechism, The Fourth Article, 1-16  

 

Advancing up the Ladder 

We’ve looked at the mysteries of the Incarnation, Nativity, and infancy of the Lord. Now we turn to the 

very heart of the story of our salvation: the mysteries of Jesus’ public ministry, Passion, and death. As 

CCC 134 states, “All Sacred Scripture in but one book, and this one book is Christ.” He is the nexus 

point, and these are the central events upon which the whole course of history has been converging since 

the Creation and Fall. These momentous events are also the reference point by which all subsequent 

history is measured. The historical precursors, the prophetic preparations were shown in previous 

chapters. In chapter four we saw that Christ is the one through whom God made the universe, in chapter 

five that he is the God that man images, in chapter six we saw the ways in which his Incarnation and 

Nativity fulfill the Old Testament story in various ways.  

Leaving behind the Nativity with all its charms, we move into the public life of Jesus, with all its 

struggles and marvels. There is no way that one chapter can do justice to the remarkable events of this 

critical phase in the story, so regular reading of the Gospels is essential.  

We will see again the way in which Jesus recapitulates (or sums up) the whole of salvation history, often 

in surprising ways. For this purpose, some typological themes, common to the ancient catechesis of the 

Fathers of the Church, but not directly referenced by the Catechism, will be employed to demonstrate the 

full significance of the life and ministry of the Lord and the way in which God’s plan converges upon 

him. 

Jesus’ redemptive death is the very heart of salvation history, in fact, it is the very event that makes it a 

specifically saving history. As we have seen, Christ is Himself “the key, the center, and the purpose of the 

whole of man’s history” (CCC 450) and in this chapter we look at the very center of the center, which is 

marked by a cross. Jesus’ public ministry begins with a symbolic death, Baptism, and ends with the real 

thing, his crucifixion. As we already know, that ending is really the beginning of the second half of 

human history. 

Preparation and Testing 

The Baptism of Jesus and his temptation in the desert give us a lens into the purpose and 

program of everything that Jesus will do in his public ministry. As the beginning of a journey is 
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important for getting one’s course right, so the beginning of a story is just as important, 

especially since it provides the characters and the human problem which the story addresses The 

Gospels begin with Jesus’ Baptism and temptation in the desert in order to introduce his ministry. These 

events introduce Jesus as Son and Savior, as well as the conflict into which he enters by undertaking 

his ministry, namely that with the devil. Satan had gained a certain dominion over man and the 

world because of the sin of Adam, by which he surrendered mastery of himself and dominion 

over the world. 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke include both the Baptism and the temptation while John’s Gospel presents the 

Baptism, but not the temptation in the desert. Paragraphs 535-537 give a beautiful theology of Baptism. 

The meeting of John the Baptist and Jesus at the Jordan is a passing of the prophetic baton from John to 

Jesus which the Gospels suggest in several ways. Matthew shows Jesus’ first words in his public ministry 

to be the same as those used by John: “‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’” (Matt 3:2; 4:17). 

Mark, who says very little about the temptation (only two verses), begins Jesus’ ministry with the words: 

“Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God” (Mark 1:14). That 

is, John is swept from the scene so that we will concentrate on Jesus. In Luke the very first part of the 

account of Jesus’ ministry begins and ends with announcements from Isaiah 61:1-2 and 29:18-19 

demonstrating that Jesus is the awaited Messiah who will act in the power of the Holy Spirit to heal and 

liberate God’s people (see Luke 4:18-19; 7:22-23).  

The last citation from Luke 7 is a declaration of his messianic identity given by Jesus to John the Baptist 

who has asked through his disciples whether Jesus is the awaited one. In John’s Gospel the Baptist points 

out “the Lamb of God” (John 1:36) to two of his disciples who immediately go with Jesus. One of the 

disciples, Andrew, goes to his brother, Simon Peter, and directs him to the Lord. They become the kernel 

of the group of the Twelve Apostles drawn from the followers of John. In these different ways the Gospel 

writers show that Jesus both follows upon and surpasses John the Baptist. As the Baptist himself says in 

John’s Gospel, “‘He must increase, but I must decrease’” (John 3:30) and after this, the Gospel writer 

then adds, “he who comes from heaven is above all” (John 3:31). 

All this points to the importance of the event in question. Jesus, in his Baptism in the Jordan, is pointing 

to a host of fulfillments that the Catechism highlights. He is identifying with sinners as the “‘Lamb of 

God, who takes away the sin of the world’” (John 1:29). That single phrase, again from the mouth of the 

Baptist who uses it twice, suggests the Passover Lamb, the offering of a lamb as the daily morning and 

evening sacrifice in the Temple, the suffering servant of Isaiah 53 who is led “like a lamb” (Isa 53:7) to 

slaughter, and the ram that is sacrificed by Abraham instead of his beloved son Isaac in Genesis 22. The 

phrase that Abraham uses as he and his son advance to the place of sacrifice is particularly evocative: 

“‘God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son’” (Genesis 22:8).  

The whole history of Israel’s sacrificial practice finds expression and fulfillment in the symbolic death 

that Jesus undergoes at his Baptism. The Catechism notes that this first death is the sign of his eventual 

death and Resurrection and the new creation it brings (CCC 536). In that regard, the presence of the Holy 

Spirit in the form of a dove above Jesus harkens back to the first verses of the Old Testament and the 

hovering of the Spirit of God over the face of the waters at Creation (Genesis 1:2). 

In addition to the presence of the Holy Spirit, we read in Luke that “heaven was opened” and a voice 

heard, that of the Father saying, “‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22). The 

Catechism notes that the opening of the heavens announces the reversal of Adam’s sin which had closed 
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heaven to us (CCC 536). The visible anointing of the Holy Spirit and the voice of the Father point to 

Jesus as the Davidic Messiah. There is an interesting parallel here with David in 1 Samuel 16 and 17.  

Recall that David is the eighth son of Jesse whom the prophet Samuel visits in search of the new king of 

Israel that God has promised to show him. David’s name is not mentioned, he is not revealed until 

immediately after Samuel anoints him. The verse that announces his identity reads, “the Spirit of the 

LORD rushed upon David from that day forward” (1 Sam 16:13). In Hebrew, David means “beloved”. At 

his Baptism by John the Spirit comes mightily upon Jesus who is identified as the “beloved Son”. In 

Hebrew, the son of David is Ben David, ben meaning “son”. Therefore, Jesus is simultaneously identified 

as the son of David (Ben David) and as God’s “beloved Son” (David, Ben). 

Just as David goes out in the next chapter, 1 Samuel 17, to do battle with Goliath, Jesus is immediately 

moved by the Spirit to go into the desert to do battle with Satan. The Catechism relates that our Baptism 

assimilates us sacramentally to Jesus. He blesses the water and makes it capable of being used as the 

sacramental sign of our salvation. We undergo a symbolic death with him that enables us to rise with him. 

We are made beloved sons and daughters of the Father in him. Furthermore, we are strengthened to battle 

the temptations of the evil one. With reference to the temptation in the desert, the Catechism says that 

Jesus’ acts of resistance to the devil’s attacks “recapitulate the temptations of Adam in Paradise and of 

Israel in the desert” (CCC 538). Remember that the word “recapitulation” means a kind of repetition and 

summing up of previous parts of the economy of salvation.  

To understand what the Catechism means in saying that Jesus recaps Adam’s temptation and that of Israel 

in the desert it is necessary to note that Jesus remains in the desert for forty days in fasting and prayer. In 

the Old Testament the number forty is symbolic of penance and purification. When the earth is judged by 

God in the time of Noah, he makes it rain for forty days and nights. When Jonah threatens God’s 

judgment on Nineveh he declares “‘Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!’” (Jon 3:4). When 

Moses prepares himself to receive the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai he fasts for forty days. When 

Israel fails to have courage that it can conquer the Canaanites after Joshua and Caleb return from a forty-

day scouting party, they are forced to spend forty years wandering in the desert before they are given a 

second opportunity to take the land. In this we see that Jesus’ desert fast does not just recapitulate the 

purification of Israel at the time of the Exodus but that of many figures in the Old Testament economy. 

 

Why Forty? A Possible Answer 

Because it is on the fourth day of creation that the earth is set in the midst of the heavenly bodies 

and given its rhythm of days, seasons and festivals (Gen 1:14-19), four is the symbolic number for 

earth and the things of earth.  Note that the earth is referred to as having four corners and four 

seasons, and even four directions and four winds. Likewise, because there are Ten Commandments, 

ten is the symbolic number for law or judgment. When the earth is judged in the Flood of Noah in 

Genesis 6 and 7 it rains for “forty days and forty nights” (7:4).  When Jonah announces judgment 

upon Nineveh he cries, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” (Jon 3:4). These 

suggest that a divine judgment (symbolized by the number ten) is coming upon the earth 

(symbolized by the number four) and, so, 10 x 4 = 40. This number is “recapitulated” in Christ’s 

forty-day fast in the desert, in which he begins the work of making atonement the sins of the whole 

earth and its inhabitants. 
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Jesus recapitulates past biblical temptations in their content too. Note that the temptations in Eden, in the 

Exodus, and of Jesus in the wilderness involve food, power, and a temptation to death. Recall that Jesus is 

tempted to turn stones into bread, to take worldly power in exchange for false worship, and to cast himself 

from the temple’s pinnacle risking death (see Matt 4:1-11). In each case, Jesus quotes from Deuteronomy 

to overcome Satan’s wiles.  He references three warnings that Moses gives to Israel, namely, to not rely 

on earthly food (Deut 8:3); to not turn to the worship of false gods when they gain the wealth and power 

of the cities of Canaan (Deut 6:10-14); and to keep the Law so that when they risk their lives in battle, 

God will thrust their enemies out before them (Deut 6:18-19). These follow the original temptations faced 

by Adam and Eve to eat the fruit, to gain a god-like power, and to flout the warning of God that eating the 

fruit would bring death. Although Jesus rejects the temptations to hunger, power, and to tempt death in 

the wilderness, he consents to these later in the story surrounding the Garden of Gethsemane.  He gives 

the apostles his body as Bread in the Cenacle or upper room, promises them the power of the Holy Spirit, 

and then goes to his death on the Cross to secure these blessings for them. 

These same blessings are given freely to us in the initiatory sacraments of the Church, reminding 

us, as the Catechism says at paragraph 521, that it is God’s plan “to accomplish in [us] the stages 

of Jesus’ life . . . and to realize them in us and in his whole Church” (CCC 521). This means that 

we share in the saving death of Christ in Baptism, receive the Bread of Life in the Holy 

Eucharist, and are “clothed with power from on high” (Lk 24:49) in Confirmation. Therefore, we 

can trust God to give us the very best. We need not try to grasp at these things, the best fruit, 

divine power, and true life, when Satan offers them with his usual sneering insinuation that God 

is keeping something from us. God wishes to give these things freely to us for the asking, we 

need only come to him rather than look for them from divine imposters. If we turn to God, as did 

Jesus, we can bind the strong man, that is, the devil. In short, Jesus in his temptation does well what 

we, first in Adam and then in Israel, have done badly. 

[Could insert a picture of this recap theme under title of the “Tale of the Five Gardens” here.] 

Preaching the Kingdom 

After this period of preparation and testing, the trajectory of the public ministry of Jesus is set. We now 

know that the two principles, the protagonist and antagonist, are Jesus and the devil. The cause is the 

undoing of the failures of human sin and the establishment of the Davidic Kingdom. It will require that 

Jesus face Satan and undergo the severest test, and it will result in our own greatest good. These are the 

fundamental outlines of this central part of the true story that God has fully revealed in Christ. The 

journey of ascent that we are asked to undertake is the same one that Jesus made from Nazareth to the 

Jordan, and from the Jordan to the wilderness, and from there to Jerusalem. 

The Catechism describes this journey into the kingdom as having certain specific elements: the initial 

announcement, the proclamation, the signs or wonders, the giving of the keys, the Transfiguration, and the 

ascent and entry into Jerusalem. After that, Jesus faces the final trial and his own death.  

The very point that the Catechism wants to drive home in its treatment of the Kingdom of God as 

announced by John and then definitively by the Lord himself is this: the Church is “the seed and 

beginning of that kingdom” (CCC 541, quoting LG 5). 

That might seem commonplace, but it is a fact that many have called into question over the centuries. 

Although the qualities of the kingdom are various (and variously beautiful), they add up to the Church, of 

earth and heaven. The kingdom is realized entirely in heaven and is present in seed-form here on earth. 



Ladder of Ascent – Sean Innerst 

51 
 

Furthermore, the Church of heaven and that of earth are united in the one Catholic Church. A closer 

evaluation of the themes of Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom gives a better idea of the character of the 

Church. 

The Catechism states that Jesus intends to form the “‘family of God’” (CCC 542) from a seed sown in 

Israel and coming to fruition in all the nations. In short, “Everyone is called to enter the kingdom” (CCC 

543). It is not a clever concoction of the intelligentsia, the kingdom is for the poor and lowly, although 

some of these may well be materially rich and highborn. Sinners are called to enter it, though not in order 

to remain in their sin. Those who enter receive the secrets of the kingdom, revealed to little children and 

hidden from the wise and the clever. The signs Jesus performs to verify his words, the miracles of healing 

and exorcism, often point to this division: to the simple ones, these are patent manifestations of divine 

power while to the powerful, they suggest demonic influence. The most divisive of his signs will be the 

Cross itself which is also the ultimate manifestation of his love and his messianic mission to save. 

Though the signs of the kingdom are various, they do not point to a nebulous, purely spiritual association. 

The kingdom is, after all, for real people in history (as well as real people in eternity), not for 

disembodied spirits. Therefore, it has a real king, Christ himself, who has a viceroy, Peter. The other 

apostles are associated with Peter as fellow princes of the kingdom and under the Twelve and their 

successors, the bishops, the Churches of all the nations will be formed and constituted. Peter alone is 

given the “‘keys of the kingdom’” (Mt 16:19; see Is 22:22) and told by Jesus to “‘Feed my sheep’” (Jn 

21:17), but the other apostles are associated in the task of “binding and loosing”, of governance, and 

mercy too (Mt 18:18).  

The Catechism gives three important paragraphs to the Transfiguration (CCC 554-556) to show that, 

while the kingdom is already present in seed from the start, its definitive shape will only be clear in the 

glory of heaven. At the Transfiguration Jesus discloses this to Peter, James, and John on Mount Tabor to 

strengthen them in the trial of his Passion which lies immediately ahead. The Transfiguration gives us a 

foretaste of Christ’s glorious coming, when he “will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious 

body” (Phil 3:21). But it also reminds us that, like Jesus, we must also endure persecution before we will 

fully and forever enter the Kingdom of God. 

Christ’s Passion is, in astounding irony, announced by a triumphal entry into Jerusalem, the place of death 

for the prophets. He is “king for a day”, we might say, pronounced so by a crowd, of which many will 

subsequently call for his death and mock the very idea of his messianic kingship. That reminds us that the 

Kingship of Christ, though real, will not be fully realized in this world. He is always being mocked and 

scourged in his Body, the Church, which walks the same via crucis that he walked, and which always 

recognizes that the adulation of the world is dangerous. In summary of the proclamation of the kingdom, 

the Catechism says, quoting Pope John Paul II, “The whole of Christ’s life was a continual teaching: his 

silences, his miracles, his gestures, his prayer, his love for people, his special affection for the little and 

the poor” (CCC 561). 

Trial and Death 

The Catechism gives only thirty-five paragraphs to Jesus’ three-year public ministry, from the Baptism by 

John to his entry into Jerusalem, and sixty paragraphs to the single week from Palm Sunday to Holy 

Saturday. That may at first seem unbalanced, however Jesus’ Paschal Mystery, his Passion, death, and 

Resurrection, are the very heart of his work. As important as his public ministry was, if it had stopped 

there, if Jesus had remained a great teacher and miracle worker, there would be no Christianity as we 

know it, especially as regards the sacramental life of the Church. It is in this momentous week that he 

saves us from our sins and constitutes the Church in grace. In this week of awe, he opens the gates of 
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heaven to us and makes us children of our heavenly Father. Therefore, this is where the Catechism puts its 

emphasis. As it says at the opening of this section, “The Paschal mystery of Christ’s cross and 

Resurrection stands at the center of the Good News that the apostles, and the Church following them, are 

to proclaim to the world. God’s saving plan was accomplished ‘once for all’ by the redemptive death of 

his Son Jesus Christ” (CCC 571). 

At this point it is helpful to recall the important place of the “plan” in the Catechism. Remember that the 

“plan of sheer goodness” announced in the very first paragraph of the Catechism, is the Father’s plan to 

bless us in Christ. At this point in the story, which is the working out of that plan in the economy of 

salvation, the plan comes to full realization. The whole of the work of the Father in creating and drawing 

us to himself in covenant love, that gradual, painstaking work of several millennia, finally reaches its 

culmination in this moment. In this final week, Jesus whose name means “God saves”, reveals the saving 

intent of God and shows that God loves us “to the end” (Jn 13:1). 

In the first part of its treatment of the last days of Jesus’ public ministry the Catechism addresses 

Jesus’ relation with Israel, its Law, the Temple, and her adherence to God in faith (CCC 574-

594). In recent years Catholics have learned to reevaluate this relationship. Influenced by a 

somewhat Protestant division between law and grace, Catholics may have tended to see Jesus as a figure 

who breaks with Judaism. Contrary to this, the Church recognizes the fuller import of Jesus’ claim that he 

came “not to abolish the Law” but to fulfill it (Matt 5:17-19). Jesus is entirely in the line of the 

prophets of Israel in his rejection by many in Israel, especially by those from among the priests, 

scribes, and Pharisees. He does not condemn them collectively or discount the legitimate 

authority they wield, rather he tells us that our holiness must surpass theirs and then promises his 

presence to make that possible. Without that grace, all of us, Gentile and Jew, would inevitably 

fall under the same critique as do the leaders of the Jews that he encounters in his ministry. 

But Jesus also is more than a prophet. He does not just call the people of Israel to a precise observance of 

the Law, rather he discloses that which is merely provisional in the Old Law. He is in himself the 

expression of God’s will for Israel, and he calls them to their original vocation as a light to the nations. 

Doing so, he begins to suggest in his actions and words that God’s plan includes those who were then 

beyond the covenant. He violates common Sabbath practices in favor of acts of charity and even seems to 

make himself the equal of God by so doing (Mk 2:23-28). In this context, he proposes his interpretation 

of the Law as not simply one among many, but as definitive.  

He shows that the Law that God had imposed on Israel was a teaching tool that God had used to keep his 

people away from the corrosive influences of the idolatry of the nations, to set them apart. With his 

coming, that period of preparation comes to an end and he administers the test on those ancient Mosaic 

lessons. Some of his fellow Jews seem to want to remain in school and not to graduate, to become the 

light to the nations God had willed them to be, and so he chastises them for their hardness of heart (see 

Mk 3:1-6; Gal 3:19, 24-26). As the prophet Isaiah had said, “‘It is too light a thing that you should be my 

servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to bring back the preserved of Israel; I will make you as a light 

for the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (Is 49:6). 

In Isaiah 19, this mission to the nations is indicated by the surprising prophecy that Egypt and Assyria, 

ancient enemies of Israel, would one day be united with her in worship. This announcement ends with the 

divine oracle, “‘Blessed be Egypt my people, and Assyria the work of my hands, and Israel my 

inheritance’” (Is 19:23-24). While the fulfillment of that oracle lies in the future foundation of the 

Assyrian and Egyptian, or Coptic, Churches, Jesus points to himself as the beginnings of that fulfillment. 
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In his ministry he extends the promise of salvation to the Gentiles by the exorcism of the Gerasene 

demoniac (Mk 5:1-20), by commending the faith of the Syrophoenician woman (Mt 15:21-28) and that of 

a Roman centurion (Mt 8:5-13), and even by disclosing his messianic identity to a Samaritan woman he 

meets by a well (Jn 4:1-42). 

Jesus’ reevaluation of things like Jewish dietary laws, the Sabbath observance, and who would enter the 

covenant Kingdom of God, as well as things like his prophecy of the future destruction of the Temple (Mt 

24:1-2), put him radically at odds with established Jewish practices while implicitly demonstrating his 

divine authority over Judaism. It is only in light of this that we can come to see why he is put to death 

only a week after a popular demonstration of support such as we see on Palm Sunday. In this way, too, we 

can better understand the blindness or hardness of Israel that Saint Paul laments in Romans 9-11 (see 

11:7-8) and which both he and Saint Peter seem to credit to ignorance (see Acts 3:17, Rom 10:3) as much 

as unbelief. According to these two greatest of the apostles, Judaism has a continuing part to play in 

God’s plan, especially as a sign of the Lord’s return at the end of the age in their conversion to the cause 

of Christ (see Rom 11:25-27; Acts 3:19-21). 

Ultimately then, the Catechism teaches that the trial of Jesus does not indicate a collective responsibility 

for his death on the part of the Jewish people (CCC 597), but rather that sinners in general are the cause of 

his having to die redemptively. The Catechism even gives a long quote from the old Roman Catechism 

issued after the Council of Trent in 1566 to show that the greater guilt lies with us, when we who, unlike 

the Jews of Jerusalem, know him to be Lord and continue to sin against him (CCC 598). 

According to a definite plan 

The Catechism notes that there is a certain necessity to Christ’s death, that it is part of God’s eternal plan. 

As already shown, Christ is the pattern or plan of all things and his arrival at the center of time reveals 

and fulfills that plan. If that plan is to be redemptive, if God is to be shown to be love, then some sort of 

full gift of self would be fitting to the incarnate God. That is what happens in the crucifixion, he loves us 

to the utmost by giving his life entirely for us. It was not a mistake, a chance event. In paragraph 572 the 

Catechism cites the Emmaus story from Luke 24 where the risen Lord says to the two errant disciples, 

“Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” (Lk 24:26). 

Luke then explains that Jesus opened the Scriptures to them to show the prophecies that foretold that such 

would happen. 

What Jesus showed them was that the whole plot of the story of salvation had been moving in that 

direction from the beginning of time. Human failings and sin, not willed but permitted by God, had been 

building toward the sacrificial death of the Son since the loss of Eden. In this is seen the greatest mercy of 

God. All the acts that we have performed against his will from the beginning of time finally culminate in 

an act of murder, an act of deicide which he suffers in his humanity for the forgiveness of all those acts 

committed against his will! Only God could think of such a plan! He actually uses our sinfulness against 

our sinfulness! His plan is so mysteriously masterful (and sovereign) that it encloses and includes our 

entirely free acts of rebellion against him to work our return to his will in Christ. We still, of course, have 

to make a further free act of faith in him to win our conformity to his will in grace. As Saint Augustine 

said, although he creates us without our willing it, he will not save us without our willing it. (See Sermon 

11, 13.) 

In this way, Jesus takes the whole weight of the world’s sin upon himself and makes the very weight of it, 

the suffering he bears as a consequence of it, the very penance for them. He does this in a perfectly free 

act of obedience to the Father which atones for all those numberless acts of disobedience which we have 

freely committed. In those of his last words from Psalm 22, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 
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me?” (Ps 22:1) he does not express an “experience of reprobation as if he himself had sinned” (CCC 603), 

but signals that what began in the degradation of our sin will result in God’s victory over sin. As any good 

Jew who heard him utter those words from the Cross would have known, the same Psalm ends, “Posterity 

shall serve him; it shall be told of the Lord to the coming generation; they shall come and proclaim his 

righteousness to a people yet unborn, that he has done it” (Ps 22:30-31). Suddenly the words that John 

had spoken at the very beginning of it all, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world!” (Jn 1:29), spring back to mind. Jesus is the willing lamb of sacrifice prophesied in every Passover 

eaten in Israel from the time of the Exodus. And, of course, that Passover lamb was eaten and so the 

Catechism reminds us in the In Brief section: “Jesus freely offered himself for our salvation. Beforehand, 

during the Last Supper, he both symbolized this offering and made it really present: ‘This is my body 

which is given for you’ (Lk 22:19)” (CCC 621). The Last Supper inaugurates the Passion, as it is also the 

Passover he is about to undergo as our Passover sacrifice. He also anticipates the new Passover, the Holy 

Eucharist, which not only fulfills the Jewish Passover but also helps us look forward to the future 

heavenly banquet we will share with God in the Kingdom come in full. 

Burial 

Jesus suffers a real human death. Even if in his divinity he cannot die, it is still true that the Person of the 

Son of God died. Recall that the hypostatic union, the union of the divine and human natures in Christ, in 

the Divine Personhood allows us to say that God was born, suffered, and died. In his sacred humanity he 

suffered all the travails of death. Our bodies and souls are made for each other, are made to adhere 

together. Only the monstrous tragedy of human sin brought death into the world, which precisely involves 

the violent separation of body and soul. Jesus experienced all that for all men. As we will see again in the 

next chapter, while Jesus’ body lay in the tomb, his soul descended into the spiritual realm of the dead, 

Necessary Suffering? 

It could be said that the debt owed to God’s offended justice for the sin of mankind would 

make the Passion of our Lord necessary. There is certainly a kind of necessity there, but any 

just act by the perfect Son of God would have been atonement enough for all human sin. 

(Since he was divine, any act of his, even just becoming one of us, would have infinite 

saving value.) One might also say that the love of God made the complete gift of himself in 

his Passion a kind of necessity. That would be a stronger case. There are certainly other 

answers that can be and have been offered. 

But just after saying that Christ’s suffering was necessary, Luke explains that the Risen 

Lord, “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures 

the things concerning himself” (Lk 24:27). Therefore, we could assume that the “necessity” 

of Christ’s suffering was proven by the Scriptures he cited. That could lead us to suggest 

that the necessity of the mode of Christ’s self-offering was linked to the shape and structure 

of the narrative of salvation history. That is, that the “plot” of the story made his manner of 

dying and rising a kind of necessity. One look at Genesis 22 and Abraham’s offer of his 

beloved only son for which God promised to bless the whole world through him, shows the 

pattern of the plot that the Risen Jesus may well have been referring to as making his self-

offering a necessity. This section of the Catechism gives many of those fulfillments of earlier 

parts of the scriptural story by Jesus’ later acts. See, for example, CCC 538, 539, 590, 593, 

599, and 608. 
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still united to his divinity. The Catechism also explains that the body of Jesus so retained its union with 

the divinity of the Person of the Son, that it was preserved from all corruption, in accord with the 

Scripture, “‘you will not . . . let your Holy One see corruption’” (CCC 627). 

His work of salvation being finished, Jesus rests. Yes, rests. Just as he fulfilled all the rich 

symbolism of the Passover festival in the events of Holy Thursday and Good Friday, Jesus now 

fulfills all the rich significance of the Jewish Sabbath. The salvational week of the Passion (from 

Palm Sunday to Holy Saturday) includes six days of re-creation that parallel the six days of the 

first Creation. Having finally reversed the loss we suffered in the Fall of Adam, Jesus sleeps in 

death on the sixth day, on Friday, just as Adam had been caused to sleep in order to give birth to 

Eve from his side on the sixth day of Creation. From the side of this Second Adam (see Rom 

5:14) the New Eve, the Church, is born. His work done, as suggested by his words from the 

Cross, “It is finished” (Jn 19:30), Jesus now enjoys the Sabbath rest, as God rested at the close of 

the first Creation on the seventh day, on Saturday. The mystery of that Holy Saturday is what we will 

see next. 

The Catechism reminds us that Christian Baptism is a participation in this death of Jesus (see CCC 628), 

and therefore part of the continuation of Christ’s “recapitulation” of all things in the Church (see CCC 

521). In Baptism, we are buried with Christ so as to rise with him. But Baptism really only inaugurates 

the pattern of what is called “mortification” in Christian life. We do well to meditate upon the way in 

which Jesus entirely surrenders himself to the Father’s will and pours himself out in the atoning act of his 

Passion and death, as the pattern that our lives are to follow on our ascent of faith. We need to learn to see 

through the mere brutality of those who mocked, scourged, and crucified him to the love with which he 

embraced it all for them. That love had in it no hint of any morbid attachment to pain for its own sake, 

and nor should we see our small imitation of his Passion as a Spartan embrace of life’s difficulties. When 

we love as he loved, there will be suffering. Although the Church teaches that we should undertake 

fasting and other acts of penance for our sins, we need not look for suffering, it is written into the plot of 

the human story. As Luke points out, it was “necessary” and is part of the plot of the story that we live out 

in our journey of ascent.  The ladder of faith that we climb will inevitably involve our being “lifted up.” 
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Chapter 8 

Resurrection, Ascension, 

and Return: Rungs Five to 

Seven 

CCC 631-682 

Compendium 125-135 or The Roman Catechism, 

The Fifth and Sixth Articles and the Seventh, 1-5  

 

The Last Rungs of the Second Chapter 

In what follows we ascend three more rungs of the 

ladder of faith in quick succession, the fifth, sixth and 

seventh. The fifth article of the Apostles Creed gives 

two important doctrines for us to consider. First, “he 

descended into hell”, and then, “on the third day he 

rose again”.  The sixth article states, “he ascended 

into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the 

Father”. The seventh professes, “from thence (or 

there) he will come to judge the living and the dead”. 

We are gaining some altitude, as you can see!  These 

three doctrines take us from the grave to the heavens 

and have us stretching forward to the end of time.   

The closing of this second chapter of the Nicene 

Creed on the Son, ends with a repetition of the exitus 

and reditus theme (meaning, coming from God and 

returning to him), which is a primary feature of the 

Catechism. We have described it as the journey from 

blessing to blessing. Christ, who is the recapitulation 

of all things, descends from God in his Incarnation 

(while never leaving the Father), and returns to God 

in his Ascension. He has already completed the 

human course (exitus/reditus) and pioneers the way 

for us back to the Father’s blessing. That is, Jesus is 

himself the map of the journey of ascent back to the 

blessing from which we come.  

This last part of the second part of the Creed 

represents a vital lesson in how to follow Jesus in 

what lies ahead on our path. The events of the 

Christological Pattern of the Christian Life 

As the Second Vatican Council document  

Gaudium et spes 22 tells us, Jesus does not just 

reveal God to us, he reveals what a human being 

should be. We all fall short of the perfection of 

Jesus, but he provides the ideal at which we are 

to aim by grace. It is not enough to imitate Jesus 

as a kind of moral model. Human life should 

follow what we could call a Christological 

pattern, which means that the life lived as God 

intends it to be lived, will be lived according to 

the pattern that Christ set on Earth. Jesus told us 

that what the Master knows, the disciple must 

learn and that what the Master suffers, the 

disciple must share. 

Christians sometimes think that they should be 

preserved from the tragedies of nature that befall 

those who violate God’s law. Jesus makes it 

abundantly clear that tragedy strikes the good 

and the bad alike. The principle of dying to self 

doesn’t just apply to major tragedies; we need to 

learn to see little disappointments and 

humiliations in the light of the pattern that Christ 

set for us. Being passed over for a particular 

assignment at work or not being noticed for an 

achievement of which we are proud fits into the 

same pattern. When we accept these things in a 

Christian spirit we can, with the first disciples, 

rejoice that we have been “counted worthy to 

suffer dishonor for the name” (Acts 5:41). 

We participate in Christ’s suffering by taking up 

our cross and following him. That includes 

sacrificing and sharing with others who are less 

fortunate than we and uniting our physical, 

emotional, and spiritual sufferings to Christ’s 

suffering and therefore participating in the 

redemption of the World. Taking up our cross 

will often call us to descend into the plight of 

others in order to announce the Gospel to them 

in word and deed. 
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Paschal Mystery are a mini expression of a similar pattern. Jesus descends, now not from heaven, but to 

the underworld and then ascends, now not back to heaven, but to the realm of the living in his 

Resurrection. In this way, he touches every possible part of human existence. The same pattern is 

discernable, in part, in the very last part of the second chapter: “He will come again in glory to judge the 

living and the dead”. Just as Jesus has come and gone in his first advent, he will come down again and 

lead us home at the end. The descending and ascending of Christ will happen finally and fully at the end 

of time. 

From his Deepest Descent Through his Highest Ascent 

The last chapter concluded with Jesus in the sepulchre in which he had been placed by his devoted 

disciples after his Crucifixion, enjoying the “great sabbath rest” (CCC 624). No power on earth could 

keep him there. We now have to grapple in this chapter with that somewhat confusing phrase from the 

Apostles’ Creed: “He descended into hell”. This phrase which attests to an event which no living witness 

could have seen, is clearly attested to in the Scriptures, however. In Ephesians, Saint Paul refers to it as a 

descent “into the lower regions, the earth” from which “‘he led a host of captives’” (Eph 4:9, 8). Saint 

Peter says of Jesus’ descent to the dead that “he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison” (1 Pet 3:19). 

In other words, the two greatest of the apostles clearly had received revelation from the Lord (for Peter, 

perhaps in the forty days after his Resurrection) as to the character of his mission to the dead. 

The Catechism paragraph 633 indicates that our English version of the Creed introduces a little 

misunderstanding into this revelation because it reads, “He descended into hell”. We generally 

think of hell as the realm of the damned. The Latin Creed has it as ad inferna or ad inferos (to 

the dead) and not ad infernum (to hell or the inferno). Either of the Latin terms in the classical 

usage, which predates the Christian use, referred to the general realm of all the dead (rather like 

the Greek Hades and the Hebrew Sheol). Therefore, the Creed does not intend to say that Jesus 

descended to the place of damnation, but to the realm of “the just who had gone before him” 

(CCC 633). This is the place that Jesus calls the “bosom of Abraham” in Luke’s Gospel (see 

16:22. It is the place where all those who, from Adam, the first of the ancient Patriarchs, to those who 

lived throughout the age of the Mosaic Law, struggled to follow God’s law and believed in the promised 

Messiah, awaited their freedom from the consequences of original sin. Hebrews 11 praises the faith in 

the messianic promises shown by these precursors of our Lord in salvation history.  

Having proclaimed the gospel to the living, Jesus now completes his mission by announcing liberation to 

the just dead. The Catechism also suggests that this is an important part of the recapitulation of all things. 

The day that Jesus’ body remained in the tomb and his soul went to the realm of the dead was a Sabbath, 

but also the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Jesus, who had called himself the true bread of heaven (see Jn 6) 

and who had given himself to his apostles as bread to fulfil the Passover Seder, now also fulfils the Feast 

of Unleavened Bread. Originally, this feast recalled the bread of the Exodus which had to be made in 

haste as a symbol of the Israelites’ coming freedom from the bondage of Egypt. Leaven was, therefore, 

seen as a symbol for sins of Egypt that Israel escaping. And so, on this particular celebration of the feast, 

on what we now call Holy Saturday, the sinless one, the new unleavened bread of God, frees us from the 

bondage of sin (see 1 Cor 5:7-8). 

Jesus’ recapitulation of all things extends beyond the Jewish feasts. The presence of a collection of men 

and women, from the whole of the world’s past and from every people, in the realm of the dead suggests the 

way in which the God-Man and his Redemption reaches to “all times and all places” (CCC 634). The 
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Redemption won by the holy Cross is thereby shown to reach from 

end to end and from the very heights to the depths. 

We might ask, “If the dead Christ visited were ‘just’, why were they 

not in heaven already?” The simple answer is that the sin of our first 

parents, Adam and Eve, had closed the gates of heaven. Recall they 

were put out of the Garden of Eden at the end of Genesis 3 and sent 

to the east.  Because Eden was the original earthly paradise and the 

place of the Tree of Life, their banishment reveals the loss of 

heavenly paradise as well.  Although men and women after that first 

sin could return to a state of justice by obeying God and by his grace 

living with faith in the promised Redeemer, heaven remained closed 

to them. When Jesus descended to the dead in his human soul, still 

united to his divinity, it was to announce the opening of those 

heavenly gates. We can only image the supernatural joy of those 

throngs as the angelic liturgy of heaven was at last joined by a human 

congregation! 

Resurrection 

The Resurrection of Jesus on the third day from his saving death is 

the “crowning truth of our faith” (CCC 638) and is the very heart of 

the gospel message. It is the good news in its original proclamation. 

The Catechism is clear that, although the emptiness of the tomb is not 

proof in itself of the Resurrection, the events, the manifestations of 

the Risen Christ, are historically verifiable, as the New Testament 

accounts are clearly intended to show. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 

John collectively report the appearance of angels who announce his 

Resurrection to the women and his appearance at the tomb to Mary 

Magdalene in particular (in the latter three Gospels). 

Saint Paul, in his account of the Resurrection that he reports as 

passed through the Church’s tradition in his First Letter to the 

Corinthians, says that the risen Christ appeared to Peter first and then 

to the Twelve and then to as many as five hundred persons at once 

(see 1 Cor 15). The evocative accounts in Luke and John suggest the 

wonder of those days following the Resurrection when the disciples 

never knew when he might appear again to strengthen and teach 

them. He invited their touch and gave them clear demonstrations of 

his bodily Resurrection (e.g., Jn 20-21; Lk 24:36-43). In the Acts of 

the Apostles, Luke says that Jesus gave the disciples “many proofs” 

(1:3) over a period of forty days prior to his final Ascension to 

heaven. The slowness of the apostles and other followers to believe 

the early (and even later) reports shows that far from being a case of 

mass hysteria born of sorrow and disappointment, the fact of the 

Resurrection was borne out by the direct experience of witnesses 

whose testimony was compelling enough to convert much of the ancient world (see CCC 644, 647). 

The Bodily Resurrection 

The resurrection of Jesus is the 

ultimate “confirmation of all 

Christ’s works and teachings” 

(CCC 651). The disciples came to 

know him and confess him as God 

in the resurrection (see Jn 20:28), 

and so the resurrection became the 

“faith believed and lived as the 

central truth by the first Christian 

community” (CCC 638). But 

Christ’s risen appearances are not 

spectral or ghostlike. Despite the 

fact that his risen body seems to be 

free of the ordinary restrictions of 

matter, he invites those who see 

him to experience him and even to 

touch him in his risen, glorified 

flesh (see Mt 28:9, Lk 24:39-40, Jn 

20:27, 21:13). 

Christianity is a historical religion. 

It asserts the importance of matter 

and time. It is in the real stuff of our 

existence that God reaches down to 

us and discloses Himself and our 

possible destiny. That destiny, 

however sublimely spiritual, will 

include a place for the body, the 

glorified body, like the one we see 

and even touch in Christ. That 

means that God is not just 

committed to us in our full 

humanity (body and soul) in time, 

but that he retains that commitment 

even beyond it. The truth of bodily 

resurrection is a vital part of our 

faith which helps us understand the 

bodily work of the Church’s 

sacramental life. 
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The Resurrection was a visual testimony to the newness of life that Jesus had won for us on the Cross. 

That day, the Sunday, the first day of the week, was also the day of First Fruits, the feast celebrating the 

first barley harvest. In 1 Corinthians 15:20, Saint Paul calls Jesus “the first fruits of those who have fallen 

asleep”. In so saying, he seems to suggest a fulfilment of the third of the three Jewish feasts celebrated 

that week (Passover, Unleavened Bread, and now, First Fruits). Just as Jesus had accomplished the true 

exodus from sin by his death and burial on the first two feasts of Passover and Unleavened Bread, he now 

illustrates the positive part of the Redemption – our newness of life in heaven – by fulfilling the third 

feast, which is one of harvest. His Resurrection also serves to demonstrate his divinity and the truth of 

both the gospel he preached and the works he performed. His whole ministry is totally vindicated in his 

rising from the dead. 

The Paschal Mystery, Christ’s Passion, death, and Resurrection, although identifiable as three separate 

movements is really a single symphony that expresses the whole truth about the redemption he won for 

us. We sometimes want to stress one of those movements to the detriment of the others, but the Passion 

and death without the Resurrection appears as meaningless, and the Resurrection without the Passion and 

death underrates the seriousness of sin. In keeping with the Apostles’ Creed we recognize the importance 

of all three of these particular events. 

Ascension and Return 

This last act of the Risen Christ, is, once again, a beautiful expression of the whole orientation of 

Christian life. The goal of our journey of ascent is the blessing of the Father in the Father’s house. It is 

that to which Jesus ascends. The Catechism first notes the fact of Jesus’ appearances over the forty days 

following his Resurrection, “when he eats and drinks familiarly with his disciples and teaches them about 

the kingdom” (CCC 659). 

We can only imagine what this seminal period for the nascent Church involved. The Scriptures say very 

little about the content of that period of teaching (see Acts 1:3-5) which can lead us to underrate this 

precious time. Jesus had promised just before his Passion that “the hour is coming when I will no longer 

speak to you in figures of speech but will tell you plainly about the Father” (Jn 16:25). That period of 

teaching about the kingdom of God and about the Father is likely the very core of what we call Sacred 

Tradition, the oral transmission of the deposit of faith. If the Apostles could exclaim, “‘now you are 

speaking plainly’” at the Last Supper (Jn 16:29), imagine their rapt attention at this series of revelations 

over forty days on the mysteries that they were already beginning to live and to which they were to 

introduce the nations of the world! Recall that, as we saw in the last chapter, forty is the biblical number 

indicating judgment or purification. The purification of hearts that Jesus worked in the Apostles and 

disciples during that forty-day retreat would propel them into the greatest evangelistic enterprise that the 

world has ever known. 

The Ascension has been described as the clear representation of the Father’s acceptance of the 

perfect offering of the Son. At his Ascension, the veiled glory of the past forty days (and indeed 

of the whole of his earthly sojourn) gives way to the splendor of glory which the Son possesses 

with the Father from all eternity. After the Resurrection, Jesus already possesses a glorified body 

which is clearly unfettered by the laws of matter (he walks through locked doors, for example). At the 

moment of the Ascension, as Jesus is lifted up toward heaven and borne there by a cloud, he provides to 

the assembled disciples a vision of the eternal majesty he will possess at the Father’s right hand. As the 

disciples stand gazing upward – a characteristic position for his followers from this time forward 
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– an angel appears and declares that he will return “in the same way as you saw him go into 

heaven” (Acts 1:11). 

Between the Ascension and the Second Coming, Jesus, whose very humanity has been taken up 

permanently into the Godhead, “sits at the right hand of the Father”. As the Catechism notes, this 

indicates the inauguration of his kingdom, an everlasting kingdom that “shall not pass away” (Dan 7:14; 

CCC 664). Sitting at the Father’s right hand also shows him in his priestly office as “principal actor of the 

liturgy that honors the Father in heaven” (CCC 662). While a king rests on his throne, his subjects know 

that he is at peace. When the king stands, however, all his subjects rise in anticipation of his action. 

Likewise, the priest sits during the first part of the Liturgy of the Word and only rises at the alleluia, 

which announces the coming of Christ in the Gospel. As long as Jesus sits on his throne as king and 

eternal high priest, the liturgy of history unfolds in a steady hymn of praise to the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit. At some point, unknown to us still, that liturgy of history will reach a critical point when the Son 

will rise and pronounce the final judgment on that history. As we say in the Nicene Creed, “He will come 

again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.” 

Until then, as the Catechism states, we live in “the final age of the world” in which “the renewal of the 

world is irrevocably under way” and “is even now anticipated in a certain real way” in the sanctity of the 

Church as the “‘seed and the beginning of the kingdom’” (CCC 670; 669). In this time of waiting our 

prayer is, “Marana tha!”  or “Our Lord, come!” (1 Cor 16:22; see also Rev 22:17, 20).In this last age, the 

Church’s sanctity is often veiled, as was Christ’s glory while on earth. Just as he passed through the trial 

of his Passion in anticipation of his Resurrection, this time of the Church is “marked by ‘distress’ and the 

The Catechism makes clear that “We are already at ‘the last hour’” (CCC 670, 

quoting 1 Jn 2:18; cf. 1 Pet 4:7). Ever since Christ ascended to the Father, the 

world has been in the end times. There is a general tendency among Catholics to 

play down concern about the Second Coming, in part for the good reason that it is 

easy to become obsessed with it. Saint Paul in 1 Thessalonians has to calm down 

the members of that church, some of whom had stopped living in the present in 

anticipation of the Lord’s future coming. But the Catechism does not tell us that 

the end was already near two thousand years ago in order to entice us to forget 

about Christ’s coming, but to enliven our interest in it. We are reminded that 

“Christians pray, above all in the Eucharist, to hasten Christ’s return” (CCC 671). 

We are also reminded that “This eschatological coming could be accomplished at 

any moment, even if both it and the final trial that will precede it are ‘delayed’” 

(CCC 673). Saint Paul told the Thessalonians, “you yourselves are fully aware 

that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. . . But you are not in 

darkness, brothers, for that day to surprise you like a thief” (1 Thess 5:2,4). In 

other words, we cannot know the hour when Christ will come again but neither 

ought we be surprised when he does come. Jesus will surprise those who live in 

the darkness of sin but not those who live in the light of grace. So, Paul enjoins us 

to “keep awake and be sober” (1 Thess 5:6). If we do this, then at Christ’s Second 

Coming we will be able to say, “Oh, it’s you, Lord! I’ve been waiting for you.” 
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trial of evil” that will precede the Church’s glorification (CCC 672). While we await the coming of the 

new heavens and the new earth, we have the sacraments to strengthen us in our watching and waiting for 

the time “in which righteousness dwells” (2 Pet 3:13). 

Although some of the early Church Fathers looked forward to a period of glorification of the Church 

within history as a recapitulation in the Church of the forty days after Christ’s Resurrection, the 

Catechism warns against a carnal millenarianism. Such millenarianism looks for an earthly, bodily reign 

of Christ on earth as some Protestants seek. It also includes the “‘intrinsically perverse’ political form of a 

secular messianism” (CCC 676) which believes that man can manufacture an earthly utopia by political 

plans and programs. The Antichrist, the Catechism warns, will work through just such a “pseudo-

messianism” which puts man in the place of God (CCC 675). 

One of the important signs of the end is the “‘full inclusion” of the Jews (Rom 11:12) that St. Paul reflects 

upon and hopes for in Romans 9-11. This will constitute, as the Catechism suggests quoting Saint Paul in 

Ephesians 4:13, the full stature of Christ for the Church (CCC 674). As Saint Peter’s sermon to the Jews 

of Jerusalem in Acts 3 indicates, the coming of Christ in “times of refreshing” awaits the acceptance of 

the true Messiah by his people (3:20). In his Second Letter Peter writes that this delay or “slowness” is 

willed by God “that all should reach repentance” (3:9). In this way we see that the Jews have a continuing 

part to play in the economy. Their conversion means the completion of the Church and will signal the 

coming of the Lord who will “judge the living and the dead”, whom they missed at his first coming. 

At that Second Coming, the Lord who first came at the center of history to redeem the world will come at 

history’s end to judge it. That judgement will really be what is called in legal proceedings “a finding.” 

Jesus, now established as Lord of all, will disclose all hearts at his coming, those who rejected the 

“‘least’” (Mt 25:40) of his brethren and so also him, as well as those guilty of “culpable unbelief” (CCC 

678), as well as those faithful ones whom he calls “blessed of my Father” (Mt.25:34).  Each heart will be 

found by him to condemn or exonerate its bearer as it passes before his utterly penetrating gaze. 

In the older Roman Catechism further considerations of what are called the particular and general 

judgments are taken up under the seventh article of the Creed that we have examining, “he will come to 

judge the living and the dead”, as well as a salutary treatment of the punishments of those who fall under 

divine condemnation at the end.  The newer Catechism leaves these matters for consideration under 

article twelve, “I believe in life everlasting,” where it treats the “four last things,” death, judgement, 

heaven and hell, along with purgatory. So, those truths of our faith will be covered when we get to the 

twelfth and final rung of our ladder of ascent.   

The Roman Catechism, which was intended by the Church to be a manual for preachers, does, however, 

give us an apt reminder of the importance of these truths which constitute the term, and so the goal of 

every human life: 

It becomes, therefore, the pastoral duty of the pastor to exhort the faithful to take up the right way 

of Christian living, and to exercise themselves in all the practices and activities of Godliness. For 

if they follow this way of life they can look forward with greater security to the coming great Day 

of the Lord and even as becomes children, desire it most earnestly. (7, 11)  
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Chapter 9 

The Holy Spirit: Eighth Rung of Faith 

CCC 683-747 

Compendium 136-146 or The Roman Catechism, The Eighth Article, 1-8  

 

The Third Chapter of the Nicene Creed 

From the mysteries of Christ's life, the Creed moves to the Holy Spirit. The Catechism has already 

touched on the Holy Spirit in its discussion of the Trinity (see CCC 232-267). Now it returns to look at 

the Holy Spirit in the context of the divine economy, by which we mean the working out of God's eternal 

plan in time. Remember that what God does in time reveals who God is. In the Old Testament we come to 

know God as Creator and author of the covenant with Israel; in Jesus' acts of Sonship in the New 

Testament we come to know that God is Father and Savior; in the works of the Spirit we come to know 

God as Sanctifier and, of course, as utterly Holy in himself. 

 

As we will see, the grace won for us by Christ is distributed by the Holy Spirit in the age of the Church. 

That is important to recognize, because we might otherwise think that the Catechism gives short shrift to 

the Holy Spirit, in only giving him the sixty-four paragraphs that we are about to examine. In point of 

fact,, with this section of the Catechism we not only step up onto the eighth rung of the ladder of faith 

(and the eighth article of the Apostles’ Creed), but also begin the third major chapter of the Nicene Creed 

(see CCC 190) which encloses in its doctrines all the rest of the economy of salvation, the whole life of 

the Church, from Pentecost until Christ’s Second Coming!  

 

In a real sense, because the second, third and fourth parts (or pillars or major rungs, as we have described 

them) of the Catechism on the sacraments, moral life and prayer are descriptions of the life of the Church 

between Pentecost and Christ’s return, the whole of the rest of Catechism is an elaborated description of 

this third major part of the Creed on the Church. Since the Church comes to birth under the 

overshadowing of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, all that we will learn about the Church in the paragraphs 

that will follow this section, tell us something about the Holy Spirit who authors and guides that Church. 

(See CCC 749.) 

 

As we will see, one of the qualities of the Holy Spirit is that he doesn’t speak of himself. He was sent to 

lead us to the Son, and then to the Father through the Son. As such, he silently advocates for us to become 

sons and daughters of the Father in the Son; he moves our hearts and souls to enter the trinitarian 

communion through all of the means that he provides in the Church, but we never hear his voice directly. 

He speaks to us in the Scriptures, in the Church’s teaching and in the sacraments which are his work in a 

particular way, as well as in the charisms he inspires in the saints. 

The Holy Spirit: Mission and Symbols 

So, having looked at the Father, his Creation and the age of promise, the Son and his work of redemption, 

we now take up the Holy Spirit and his work of sanctification. The coming of the Spirit inaugurates the 

age of the Church, and it is in the Church that the Holy Spirit continues to be revealed. Quoting St. 

Gregory of Nazianzus, the Catechism states, 
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“The Old Testament proclaimed the Father clearly, but the Son more obscurely. The New 

Testament revealed the Son and gave us a glimpse of the divinity of the Spirit. Now the Spirit 

dwells among us and grants us a clearer vision of himself.” (CCC 684, quoting St. Gregory of 

Nazianzus) 

As we have seen before, any work of God is a work of the whole  Trinity and not just a single Person, but 

we can rightly “appropriate” to one of the Divine Persons particular actions in the economy that pertain to 

the distinct expression of the divinity of one of the Persons. The Father is the font of trinitarian life and so 

rightly the Person to which Creation would be appropriated. The Son is clearly the Person to whom 

redemption should be appropriated because he is incarnate for that very purpose. Likewise, the Spirit is 

said to sanctify because his presence throughout the economy prepares men and women for holy 

purposes. 

We have also proposed that the three major themes of the Catechism (blessing, plan, and economy) can 

be appropriated to the three divine Persons. The blessing is the Father’s gift (see CCC 1078). It is from 

him that we come, and toward the Father’s house that we go on our journey of ascent from blessing to 

blessing. The plan is formed in the Son, the Logos, or the very pattern of the Father’s intention to save us 

in him (see CCC 50). That plan, the Father’s intention to save us in the Son, is advanced gradually over 

time (see CCC 53) by the Spirit, as stated in paragraphs 702-741. The Holy Spirit works (1) in a hidden 

way in the time of the promise, the Old Covenant (CCC 70), then (2) to reveal the Christ in the “fullness 

of time” (CCC 717), and finally (3) to bring us into the likeness of Christ in the Church in “the Last 

Days” (CCC 731). 

An obvious point here is that although the plan of the Father to bless us with eternal life is formed in the 

Son, the economy is the execution in time or history of the plan, formed in the Son, by the Holy Spirit. 

Therefore, the missions of Son and Spirit are completely united, and are, in fact, a “joint mission” (CCC 

689). The Catechism uses a beautiful phrase that echoes an insight from the Fathers of the Church: “When 

the Father sends his Word, he always sends his Breath” (CCC 689). That is, just as our spoken words are 

breathed out, so also the Father’s Word is accompanied by his breath when he speaks forth the saving 

economy that accomplishes his plan of blessing (see CCC 1079). 

Recalling the previous discussion on the trinitarian dimensions of the anointing of Christ at paragraph 

438, the Catechism now quotes St. Gregory of Nazianzus to say that there is no distance between the one 

anointed (the Son) and the anointing (the Spirit). Just as holy chrism clings immediately to the skin of 

those anointed at Baptism, the Spirit is always immediately associated with the work of the Son in saving 

us. 

Name, Titles, and Symbols 

The humility of the Spirit, what the Catechism calls “divine self-effacement” (CCC 687), is expressed 

even in the proper name of the Spirit. Holy Spirit is a name that is more of a description than a real name. 

Holy and Spirit are attributes of each of the Divine Persons and so indicate that the Holy Spirit is the 

personal expression of the shared love of the three. The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and Son and 

is what they share: the very love personified with which they regard each other. He is the Spirit of the 

Father and the Spirit of the Son. 

He is also the Paraclete, meaning advocate or consoler. CCC 693 also cites the New Testament titles 

describing the Spirit as the “Spirit of promise”, “of adoption”, “of the Lord”, “of Christ”, “of God”, and 

as the “Spirit of glory”. The Catechism then lists eight scriptural symbols for the Spirit in the eight 

paragraphs from 694 through 701. These symbols constitute a kind of library of symbols for the work of 
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the Spirit in the Church’s liturgy. Water is a symbol of the divine life given in the Spirit, therefore it is the 

perfect matter for the baptismal water that effects new life in us. The holy chrism, or what is called muron 

in the Eastern Christian Churches, is a fragrant symbol of the Holy Spirit and so the perfect matter for the 

anointings of Baptism, Confirmation, and Holy Orders that make us anointed ones or little christs. The 

Catechism notes that these sacramental anointings build us all up into the Church, into “that perfect man”, 

which is, using a wonderful phrase from St. Augustine, “the whole Christ” (CCC 695). 

The symbols that follow: fire, cloud and light, seal, hand, finger, and of course, dove, remind us that the 

Holy Spirit who acted under these signs in the old economy is the artisan of holy souls in the sacramental 

life of the Church. This will be the subject of the next part of the Catechism, and the next book in this 

series. Learning to read these symbols of the Holy Spirit in the liturgy of the Church leads us into the 

mystery of our own deification in him. 

The Economy in the Holy Spirit 

Although we are now on the threshold of the third phase of the economy, that of the age of the Spirit in 

the Church, the Catechism stops first to review the whole economy in its three phases to disclose the work 

of the Spirit in all three. As we have already noted, this shows that the Spirit of God is present and 

working throughout the unfolding of God’s saving plan in history. The Spirit is the divine sculptor who 

reshapes us in the divine likeness, lost by original sin (see CCC 705). As we’ve seen before, the 

Catechism’s penchant for mining the economy for doctrinal teaching, as described in that “theological 

key,” in paragraph 234 is very much on display here.   

Creation and Promise 

In the Creed we say of the Holy Spirit that he “has spoken through the prophets”, which means that the 

Spirit has inspired the writers of the Scriptures. Not only has the Holy Spirit guided the economy, but the 

documents that record the events of that economy, from Creation to the eschaton, are his work as well. 

The Scriptures tell us that man was made in God’s image and likeness - the Catechism adds, the image of 

the Son and the likeness of the Spirit (CCC 705). While the image was retained, the likeness was lost after 

our first parents’ sin. Thus, the dual economy of Son and Spirit is given to the task of the restoration of 

that likeness. 

The Catechism at paragraphs 707-708 points to the theophanies or manifestations of God in the Old 

Testament, which mysteriously both reveal and hide the Word, as the work of the Spirit. The Church 

Fathers recognized these theophanies of the Word in events like Abraham’s hospitality to three angelic 

beings at the oaks of Mamre in Genesis 18 and Moses’ vision of the burning bush in Exodus 3. The Spirit 

appears, too, they thought in the fire and cloud of the Exodus and in the giving of the Law on Mount 

Sinai. 

The pedagogy of God led to the installation of the Kings of Israel, and their eventual covenant infidelity 

led them to exile in Babylon. The continuing failures of Israel increased the longing of the faithful 

remnant for a Savior who would bring her finally out of the desert of her own waywardness. The Psalms 

and the Prophets point to such a figure, one anointed with the Holy Spirit, a Messiah who would answer 

the hope of the poor of Israel, whom the Spirit had prepared to receive him. The Holy Spirit is still 

preparing hearts to receive him so that he might restore us to his lost likeness. 

The Fullness of Time 

The Holy Spirit makes the announcement of the coming of the Anointed One through Mary and John the 

Baptist. John is a Spirit-filled man, even from the time of the Visitation when the sound of Mary’s voice 
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makes him leap in his mother’s womb. He is the last of the Old Testament prophets, and as the Catechism 

notes, is the prophesied new Elijah who was to precede the Messiah and bring to full circle the prophetic 

line begun by the first Elijah (see CCC 718-719). It is revealed to him that he will see the Spirit come 

down upon the one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit. When this plays out at the Jordan, he makes his 

prophetic witness to the Messiah and begins to decrease as the Messiah begins to increase (Jn 3:30). The 

Catechism states that the work of the restoration of the likeness of the Spirit in man finds its beginning in 

the Baptist (see CCC 720), as we see in Luke 1:40 when the Holy Spirit falls on both Elizabeth and the 

child in her womb at Mary’s greeting during her Visitation. The common teaching of the Church holds 

that John received sanctifying grace at that moment and freed from the stain of original sin, as had been 

prophesied to his father Zechariah, “he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb” 

(Lk 1:15). 

Mary, who has had a place in each of the two previous chapters of the Creed as the Woman of faith and 

daughter of the Father in the first (CCC 273), and as Dawn and Mother of the Son in the second (CCC 

487-511), now gets six more paragraphs as the spouse of the Spirit. Mary is the “masterwork” of the 

Spirit and Son (CCC 721). She is the true temple or dwelling place of God, the Daughter of Zion. “In 

Mary the Holy Spirit fulfills the plan of the Father’s loving goodness” (CCC 723). 

Mary is shown in the Catechism to be herself a kind of micro economy. The four tasks that the Holy 

Spirit performs for the whole world, in preparing the human race for Christ’s coming, in manifesting the 

Lord, in making Christ present, and in bringing us into communion with him (see CCC 737), are done too 

in Mary. The Spirit prepares Mary so that she is full of grace (see CCC. 722). He makes Christ present in 

her in overshadowing her at the Annunciation, thus accomplishing the Father’s plan (see CCC 723). He 

makes her able to manifest the presence of God as had the burning bush of Exodus 3 (see CCC 724). And, 

in Mary, he brings the human race into communion with Christ (see CCC 725). Finally, the Spirit makes 

Mary the center of his own manifestation at Pentecost just as he had done at the Visitation when the Spirit 

fell on Elizabeth and the infant John at the sound of Mary’s voice. As Spouse of the Spirit she calls down 

his gifts on the Church, first in miniature at the Visitation, and then in full at Pentecost. 

Following this, the Catechism draws attention to the seminal fact that Jesus is the Christ. The significance 

of the pairing of those two names, “Jesus” and “Christ”, may not be immediately obvious at this point, but 

this means that the very central proclamation of the Gospel is that Jesus is precisely the Anointed One. 

Jesus is the one upon whom the Spirit rests, as seen at the Incarnation and then at his baptism in the 

Jordan by John. It is the Spirit that manifests Jesus as Lord and Christ, again uniting the missions of the 

two Divine Persons (see CCC 727 and Is 61:2). 

While Jesus speaks to some of his disciples of the coming of the Spirit, it is not until his hour arrives, as 

shown in the Last Supper discourse in John’s Gospel, that he discloses the coming of the Spirit on the 

Church. The Spirit he will send will be another advocate who will call to mind all that he has taught and 

lead the Church “into all the truth” (Jn 14:26, 16:13). This he does this first at his Resurrection when he 

breathes on the Apostles (see John 20:22-23) and for the whole Church at Pentecost after he has ascended 

to the Father. 

In the Last Days 

The triple fulfilment discussed earlier, wherein Jesus fulfils the Jewish feasts of Passover, Unleavened 

Bread, and First Fruits in the first month of the year, now yields a fourth. Seven times seven days, or 

seven weeks, after First Fruits, which was the day when Jesus had risen from the dead, another harvest 

festival, Pentecost, was celebrated by the Jews. That day celebrated the full harvest and the giving of the 

Law on Mount Sinai, fifty days after the Exodus from Egypt. On that very Sunday, the Holy Spirit fell in 
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power on the Twelve Apostles and disciples gathered around Our Lady in the Upper Room. The New 

Law was now inscribed on tablets of flesh, on the hearts of the assembled disciples, and the third great 

chapter of the economy was inaugurated (see Jer 31:33). 

And just as Jesus’ Resurrection is the first fruits of the full harvest that is brought in by the Spirit on 

Pentecost, at Pentecost the Church receives the “‘first fruits’ of our inheritance: the very life of the Holy 

Trinity, which is to love as ‘God [has] loved us’” (CCC 735). The Holy Spirit from this time forward will, 

for the baptized, restore the divine likeness that our first parents lost for us. But since that likeness can 

still be lost again by personal sin, we need the “‘mighty works of God,’ offered to believers in the 

sacraments of the Church” (CCC 740). That is, the dramatic outpouring of the Holy Spirit seen on 

Pentecost is not just the gift of a day but is ongoing in the life of the Church throughout the ages. 

The Spirit supplies the gifts of wisdom, understanding, knowledge, counsel, fortitude, piety, and fear of 

the Lord, as well as his twelve fruits, that make Christian life not just possible but a delight (see Gal 5:22-

23 and CCC 736, 1832). All these wonderful gifts are part of our birthright as Christians, placed in our 

souls by the sacraments of initiation. But we can leave them latent if we do not “walk by the Spirit” (Gal 

5:16, and see 5:25); and so if our journey of ascent is to be one that will lead us unswervingly toward our 

blessed homeland, we must pray for and expect a new Pentecost in our own lives. 

The Holy Spirit, who had governed the whole economy and formed in Israel a longing for her Messiah, is 

still at work in the same way in the little economy of our lives. As the Catechism says, in the Church (and 

even in the lives of those who are still journeying toward the Church) the Spirit continues to prepare us, 

manifest the risen Lord, make him present in mystery (especially in the Holy Eucharist), and bring us to 

communion with the Holy Trinity (see CCC 737).  

Recall we saw this same pattern in the Catechism’s treatment of the Spirit’s workmanship in sculpting 

Marian mystery. This same fourfold work of the Spirit: preparation, recollection for manifestation, 

presence and communion, will be seen later in the Catechism’s discussion of the liturgy (CCC 1092) and 

it will structure its exposition of the Holy Eucharist as well. As we will see in the very next section of the 

Catechism on the Church and the ninth rung of the ladder of faith, the Spirit is the very soul of the 

Church, constituting her in grace and providing her organization and generating the life-giving actions 

that we call the sacraments. 

The Catechism’s reflection on the third part of the Creed, our profession of faith in the Person and work 

of the Holy Spirit, shows the same pattern of exitus/reditus that we saw in the Christological chapter of 

the Creed. Since, as we have just seen, the economy is a joint work of Son and Spirit, this should be no 

surprise. The Holy Spirit descends at Pentecost, sent from heaven from the Father and the Son, and 

accompanies the Church throughout her history and makes possible our journey upwards towards the 

Father’s house on the Ladder of Ascent described in the Catechism.  

As the Book of Revelation tells us, the Spirit joins with the Church Bride, who from her heart cries, 

“Come”, “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:17, 20). The economy of this last phase of the trinitarian history of 

salvation is one of exitus and reditus, of descent and ascent, the descent of the Holy Spirit and the ascent 

of the Church. In this phase we are swept aloft in this great cosmic movement because the coming of the 

Spirit inaugurates the age of the Church, the end of the age, our own time, at the end of time.  

The Spirit who first came down upon the Church, gathered around Mary at Pentecost, still descends on us 

today and will make possible our return, our ascent, to the blessed life of the Holy Trinity at the end of 

our earthly sojourn. He is our constant companion and the artisan of the very shape of our journey of 

ascent on the ladder of faith, the journey from blessing to blessing. 
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Chapter 10 

The Church, Born in the Father’s Heart: The Ninth 

Rung of Faith, Part I 

CCC 748-810 

Compendium 147-160 or The Roman Catechism, The Ninth Article, 1-8  

 

The Church Ladder 

Following its discussion of the three Persons of the Holy Trinity, the Catechism looks at the Christian life 

that is the gift of the triune God to us. In the traditional understanding of the Creed, these all come under 

the heading of our belief in the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit sanctifies our souls through the 

Church. Because the Church is, as we say, the mystical body of Christ, the Church is that reality about 

which Christ said, “you will see the heaven opened and the angels of heaven ascending and descending 

upon the Son of man” (Jn 1:51). He is the Ladder upon which all sacred commerce between heaven and 

earth is conducted; his mystical body, the Church, is the ladder of Creed, sacraments, moral life and 

prayer that we climb to return to the Father’s house..   

 

Although the Church traditionally speaks of the Spirit as the Soul of the Church and associates her work 

with that of the Spirit, the Church is a trinitarian mystery, as the Catechism makes clear in the two major 

sections we will be examining next. "The Church in God's Plan" (Paragraph 1, beginning at paragraph 

751), makes clear that she was "born in the Father's heart," "instituted by Christ Jesus," and "revealed by 

the Holy Spirit". "The Church - People of God, Body of Christ, Temple of the Holy Spirit" (Paragraph 2, 

beginning at paragraph781), also has a trinitarian structure. This tight association between the triune God, 

the economy in which he acts as Creator, redeemer and sanctifier, and the Church is to indicate that the 

Church is a kind of divine imperative.  The Church is entirely his and the definitive means by which we 

enter and remain in the covenant with him that he has willed for the human race from all eternity. As 

we’ve now seen many times, his eternal will is accomplished in time, in the economy of salvation, a joint 

work of the Son and Spirit. 

 

For Catholics, therefore, the Church is not incidental to Christianity in the way it is thought to be by some 

Protestants. This section of the Catechism makes clear that the Church is no less than "the visible plan of 

God's love for humanity" (No. 776). Recall, too, that important statement from the very first paragraph of 

the Catechism, with which we started our journey: "God infinitely perfect and blessed in himself, in a 

plan of sheer goodness freely created man to make him share in his own blessed life" (CCC 1). God's 

“plan of shear goodness” is to share himself with us in an eternal embrace and it is through the Church 

that God effects his plan of uniting men with himself and each other. Quoting one of the oldest Christian 

documents, The Shepherd of Hermas, the Catechism even goes so far as to say that "The world was 

created for the sake of the Church" (CCC 760). The unity of all with him is God's very purpose for 

creating the world, so his purpose in creating was to make the Church that is that unification. 

 

In this chapter we continue with the third chapter of the Creed. Appropriately enough, treatment of the 

Church is appended to the chapter on the Holy Spirit who is her Soul. Recall that the Creed is not just a 

collection of faith facts arranged in a trinitarian form but a mini economy describing the great story of 

Creation, redemption, and sanctification out of which, and by which the trinitarian and other doctrines are 
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revealed. We live now in the Age of the Church and so also the long third chapter of the world. The 

Church is the Kingdom of God in seed, it is the true world, willed by God, that we inhabit by faith.  

It is necessary to understand the Church in order to know how to live the faith. She is not just another 

denominational institution, but our Mother. It is from her baptismal womb that we are born. From her 

altars she feeds us with the Bread of Life. She offers us God’s healing touch and his loving mercy. She is 

not so much an organization to which we belong because we are Catholic, she is the mystical organism 

that makes us Catholic. We are called not just to enter her and adhere to her teaching (although these are 

essential to our union with both God and her), but to love her as the very medium of God’s love for us. 

It is important to note, however, that the tight association between the Trinity and the Church that we 

have been discussing is limited.  The Church is not God, it is God’s.  The Creed reflects that. Although 

the English version of the Creed states that we believe “in” the Church, the Latin version says only that 

we believe in one God (in unum Deum), one Lord (in unum Dominum), and in the Holy Spirit (in Spiritum 

Sanctum). It does not say we believe “in” the Church in the same way. We believe “in” God, but we 

simply believe the Church (Credo…Ecclesiam) (see CCC 750). 

The primary object of our faith is God himself. Everything else we believe, we believe because, as we say 

in the traditional act of faith, God is truth itself and can neither “deceive nor be deceived”. One good way 

to understand the Latin phrase, Credo…Ecclesiam, is that each of us believes from “within” the Church. 

So, the doctrines about the Church that we are about to see, as well as the rungs of the ladder of faith that 

we have yet to consider: the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, 

and life everlasting, all these are included in our profession of faith “in” the Holy Spirit, who has revealed 

these to us, and which we live and hold “within” the Church. 

The Church We Believe 

At paragraph 748 the Catechism amplifies the point we have just made, Christ himself is the only 

light of the world, and the Church is only a reflection of his light in the world. As the moon 

reflects the light of the sun, having no light of its own, so is the Church to Christ. Therefore, 

throughout this section the Catechism describes the Church with reference to God’s will, God’s 

plan. In fact, the whole treatment of the Church in this section is arranged in two sets of three. In 

each set there is one section each for the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. This structure 

reinforces the point that the Church is entirely God’s and entirely his doing.  

As paragraph 751 states, the Greek for “church”, ekklesia, means “to be called out of”. The 

Church exists at God’s call; she is not of her own making. And that call, that vocation (from the 

Latin vocare, “to call”) is first a call to worship. When God calls Israel out of Egypt under 

Moses, the purpose of that call is to go “a three days’ journey into the wilderness that we may 

sacrifice to the LORD our God” (Ex 5:3 And once they do leave Egypt, they form an “assembly” at the 

foot of Mount Sinai to honor God. There, God transmits his Law to them through Moses. From the 

beginning, God’s people are “called out” to be gathered and formed for worship. It is interesting 

to note that the Greek ekklesia, along with the word synagoge (the root of “synagogue”), is the 

word that translates the Hebrew word (qahal) meaning “assembly” in the Greek version of the 

Old Testament. So, we could appropriately say that God formed his chosen people into a 

“church” at the foot of Mt. Sinai.  
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The Catechism notes that another Greek word, Kyriake, which is probably the immediate root of the 

English word “church”, means “what belongs to the Lord” (CCC 751, Kyrios is the Greek for “Lord”). 

The word “church” can mean the universal communion of believers, and also the local Church gathered 

around its bishop. It can even be used to refer to the building in which we gather for worship, but the first 

meaning the Catechism gives is “the liturgical assembly” (CCC 752). As we’ve said worship is her 

vocation. 

In paragraphs 753-757 the Catechism reviews the symbols of the Church, just as it also reviews 

the symbols of the Holy Spirit as discussed in the last chapter (CCC 694-701). This reflects the 

fact that the Church is principally appropriated to the Holy Spirit in the Creed. Just as the Spirit 

expresses himself in signs or symbols, such as a cloud, fire, a dove, the Church is expressed in 

signs and symbols. Taken together, all the symbolic titles of the Church suggest that she is so complex 

a mystery as to escape being captured entirely by any term or symbol. She is referred to as the People of 

God, the Body of Christ, a sheepfold, a cultivated field, the building of God, a family home, a temple, the 

New Jerusalem, our mother, and the spotless spouse. The fact that we use a multiplicity of images for the 

Church which can never fully express her full essence points to her divine origin, foundation, and 

mission, which is what the Catechism takes up next. 

 

The Vocation of the Church 

The Catechism immediately associates those Greek words, ek-kalein, meaning to “call out 

of”, with the assembly of the people Israel at the foot of Mt. Sinai in the Old Testament book 

of Exodus, where God makes a covenant with his people and gives them the Ten 

Commandments. And so the first thing we might think of is that God, through Moses, called 

his people out of bondage in Egypt. And that is very much to the point. The Old Testament 

Israel is the forerunner in God’s plan for the Church, the new Israel. Just as God saved his 

people then by calling them out of slavery, we are saved today by being called out of our 

slavery to sin. 

There is another element to that call. God called Israel out into the wilderness in order to 

make a covenant with them there. At times that seemed to Israel to be a movement out of 

the frying pan and into the fire! Slavery in Egypt had been uncomfortable, but at least it 

usually meant regular meals and a regular place to sleep. The nomadic life in the desert on 

the way to the Promised Land didn’t always provide that. As we leave our struggles with sin 

behind, it often feels worse at first. It takes time for us to be purged of our attachments to the 

things that have brought us shallow pleasures and to which we may have even become 

addicted. Over time, though, the freedom of a life without those controlling vices is much 

sweeter. Just as God provided Israel with quail and manna to eat and water to drink in the 

desert wastes, He fills us with every good thing when we respond to his call to us to leave 

our sins behind. Being members of the Church means always to be “called out of” the world 

of sin and into a world of graced freedom. 
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The Church in the Trinitarian Economy 

The next two sections of the Catechism are both trinitarian in form. The Catechism first looks at the 

Church in the trinitarian economy and then looks at the doctrinal teaching on the Church in a trinitarian 

reflection. Before considering these, it is necessary to make a point that was touched on before. Salvation 

history, or the economy, is the story of God’s execution of the plan he formed in Christ. Recall that 

paragraph 234 presents the key to the Catechism: 

The whole history of salvation is identical with the history of the way and the means by which the 

one true God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, reveals himself to men ‘and reconciles and unites with 

himself those who turn away from sin. 

This means that the doctrine of the central tenet of our faith, the Trinity, is revealed in the very trinitarian 

quality of the economy. That is, salvation history is expressed in a tripartite form in an Age of the Father, 

an Age of the Son, and an Age of the Holy Spirit. That wonderful true story of God’s creative, redeeming, 

and sanctifying love for us is the place where God reveals who he is and what we are to believe in faith. 

Age of the Father: Creation and Covenant Promise 

The paragraphs 758-769 are given to the gradual economic revelation of the Church as planned by the 

Father, instituted by the Son, and revealed by the Spirit. Quoting one of the oldest non-scriptural Christian 

documents, called the Shepherd of Hermas, the Catechism says flatly, “The world was created for the 

sake of the Church” (CCC 760). For precision the Catechism adds, “The Church is the goal of all things” 

(CCC 760, quoting here St. Epiphanius). As observed earlier, this clearly shows that the Father’s “plan of 

sheer goodness” has the Church as its end (CCC 1). The Church is not a sociological accident, it was 

specifically willed by God from the beginning. Recall that “in the beginning” the Bible tells us about the 

creation of the first man and woman and so, the first family. Furthermore, the Catechism affirms that the 

Church is not just an institution based upon the necessities of organizational efficiency, it is the family of 

God, and so its gradual growth through time should be seen as the growth of a family. That family is at 

first the extended natural family of Abraham which eventually becomes an even more extended spiritual 

family. 

This pattern of growth is governed by what we call covenant. Covenant drives the biblical narrative 

forward. It is a binding relationship between persons in which they honor and treat each other with 

familial respect. The great surprise of the Old Testament revelation is that God himself wished to enter 

into a covenant relationship with his creatures! Although there are clear covenant elements in the story 

from the very beginning, it is first elaborated just after the flood in the time of Noah and then more fully at 

the time of Abraham. As we have already seen, God will call Abraham’s descendants out of Egypt and 

form them into a people. He will establish kings and send the prophets to govern and guide this People of 

God. 

Age of the Son: Kingdom of Heaven 

Jeremiah the prophet had promised a future New Covenant, and Isaiah had indicated that it would extend 

beyond the blood relation of Israel, something which even Abraham had been promised: “and in your 

offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed” (Gen 22:18). When Christ came, that promised New 

Covenant was fulfilled in his preaching and establishment of the Kingdom of Heaven. The Catechism 

associates the Kingdom with the Church by saying that, “The Church ‘is the Reign of Christ already 

present in mystery” (CCC 763). Those sheep who hear his voice and follow him, the Davidic King and 
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Messiah, are his “true family” who are formed by the new way of living that he teaches and makes 

possible by grace (CCC 764). 

The Catechism states that the Church has a structure, based on the Twelve Apostles with Peter at their 

head, that will endure until the end of time. Christ installed these Twelve to reconstitute the twelve tribes 

of Israel and to lead the Church as the new Israel (see CCC 765). The pope and bishops still lead in this 

way as successors of the Twelve Apostles. As we’ve seen already, this is one of the ways that the Church 

continues the work of recapitulation of all things in Christ. The Church can function to extend the work of 

Christ in the world because it was born from his side on the Cross, just as Eve was born from the side of 

Adam in the garden. As that first birth inaugurated the first covenant family in the world, so the second 

birth inaugurates the New Covenant family of the Church. 

Age of the Spirit: The Church Revealed 

On Pentecost day this New Covenant family, foreshadowed from the very beginning of the world, was 

finally revealed to the world for the first time. That both Jews and other God-fearing people from all over 

the then-known world were present on Pentecost day suggested that from the beginning the Church had a 

universal mission. The hierarchy, already present on that day, and the charismatic gifts of the Spirit were 

the signs that the Church was a work of God and not of men. The miracles of that day made clear that the 

Spirit would sanctify the Church and make her the effective instrument of God’s plan to unite the people 

of all nations to himself in the bonds of covenant love. 

The Church, which the Catechism again (see CCC 541 & 764) describes at paragraph 768 as the “seed 

and beginning” of the Kingdom of Christ, will continue in her mission until the full number of the elect 

are finally gained for the Lord, and the Church and the Kingdom are complete. The Catechism states that 

the Church will not reach her glory without passing through trials like those of her Lord. “Only then will 

‘all the just from the time of Adam, “from Abel, the just one, to the last of the elect,” . . . be gathered 

together in the universal Church in the Father’s presence’” (CCC 769). Again, we are reminded that the 

Church does not suddenly appear as an absolute innovation at the time of Pentecost. Rather, it is the fruit 

of a gradual economic revelation that was already expressed in a veiled way even by Adam and Abel 

(whose innocent blood, shed by Cain, was the first seed of the city of the just in the still-new world). 

Although the kingdom in its fullness still awaits its advent in heaven when the full number of the elect 

will be gathered to God, the kingdom is now resident on earth and has been so in “seed” from the time of 

Christ, when he “ushered in the Kingdom of heaven on earth” (CCC 763). We don’t look for the kingdom 

elsewhere than where Christ founded it or otherwise drive a wedge between the kingdom and the Church 

precisely because she “is the Reign of Christ already present in mystery” (Ibid.). 

We may sometimes think that the Church in her leaders or people doesn’t look very much like the 

kingdom, but that is just what the Catechism means when it says that the reign of Christ is “present in 

mystery.” Jesus used the parable of the weeds sown among the wheat to explain this mystery. Referring to 

the end of time, Jesus has the owner of the field in the parable say, “Let them both grow together until the 

harvest” (Mt 13:30). The Church will only be perfectly herself when she is without sin in heaven and the 

whole story of Christian history has been told. Until then her true splendor will be hidden behind our 

faults and sins, like wheat among weeds, but that makes the Church no less the kingdom Jesus founded. 

In the short reflection at the end of this section on the trinitarian shape of the economy of the Church, 

titled “The Mystery of the Church”, the Catechism states that although the Church is a creature of time 

and history, she is also a creature of eternity and mystery. In this way she is an icon of her founder and 

master. He was God and man, heavenly and earthly, eternal and temporal. She is the same and so serves 
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as a bridge (a pontifex in Latin) between earth and heaven. To act in the world, she needs a visible 

organization, some discernible lines of authority, as does any earthly society. But the aims she serves are 

not of this world. And so, she always has the aspect of a mystery. She is always simultaneously visible 

and spiritual. The external is always, even when it seems to be soiled by the world, pointing to the world-

beyond. Drawing from a beautiful passage from Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, the Catechism exclaims with 

him: 

O humility! O sublimity! Both tabernacle of cedar and sanctuary of God; earthly dwelling and 

celestial palace; house of clay and royal hall; body of death and temple of light; and at last both 

object of scorn to the proud and bride of Christ! She is black but beautiful. (CCC 771) 

The Church is a sacrament, visibly unassuming in most circumstances but still, in all that, “both the 

means and the goal of God’s plan” (CCC 778). That divine plan is worked out in a history that shares all 

the grandeur and griminess of any human endeavor, but at her heart she remains the trinitarian mystery 

that we call the Church. 

Describing the Trinitarian Mystery 

In describing the mystery that is the Church, now not so much in her historical or economic aspect but by 

way of her essential attributes, the Catechism returns to the central mystery of the Trinity in its 

description. The Church is considered with reference to the titles People of God (as she was disclosed in 

the Age of the Father), Body of Christ (as revealed in the Age of the Son), and Temple of the Holy Spirit 

(as she has been revealed since Pentecost). 

People of God 

This title indicates that the Church is not just an aggregate of individuals who have come to “inner union” 

with God. The Protestant conception of the Church can sometimes suggest this, that all that matters is that 

individuals be in right relation with God, that they have a personal experience of being saved. But the 

ancient Church is a people, not merely a collection of individuals who happen to have had a similar 

experience. That is the great lesson of the Old Covenant People of God. The very term people, in Hebrew, 

am, means a tribe or extended family, that is, a people, not just people in the mere sense of a crowd of 

unrelated persons. Israel was a large family, and like any family it had particular characteristics. 

The Catechism highlights the following characteristics of the People of God, now not merely as it existed 

in the Old Covenant with Israel, but as it is in the New Covenant in Christ. Evidently, there are features 

that apply to both. According to CCC 782 this people is distinguished by the fact that it is a people 

formed by and for God. It does not simply claim to own God, as if any people could do such a thing, but 

it claims that God owns it, it is his. One enters this People, not by birth as in Israel, but by the new birth 

of Baptism. Christ is the Head of this People, and it is anointed, as was He, by the Holy Spirit. In him and 

in his Spirit the members of this People have the status of sons (or daughters) in the Son. 

The law of this People is the New Law of love. Its mission is to be salt and light in the world. Finally, its 

destiny is the progressive development in history, and ultimately the full possession in eternity, of the 

Kingdom of God that Jesus announced. 

Priestly, Prophetic, and Royal People 

In the next four paragraphs (783-786) the Catechism indicates that the Church shares in what are called 

the munera of Christ (from the Latin munus, which means “office” or “gift”). Just as he is priest, prophet, 

and king, so is the Church. He fulfills this trinity of prerogatives of Israel fully in himself. He is the true 
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Davidic King, the true Priest whom Melchizedek foreshadowed (see Gen 14), and the true Prophet 

foretold to Moses (see Deut 18). By our Baptism, says the Catechism, we are made priests of a priestly 

people; we are made prophets by adhering and witnessing to the faith before the world; and made royal by 

service, especially to the poor and suffering, for “‘to reign is to serve him’” (CCC 786). 

Body of Christ 

Just as the People of God of the Old and New Covenants shared a trinity of gifts as a priestly, prophetic 

and royal people, the Church considered as the Body of Christ can be considered by way of another 

trinity: the unity in Christ of the members of the Body with each other, Christ as Head of that Body, and 

by way of the one flesh union between the divine Groom and his bride, the Church. 

The communion we have with Christ is more than an ideological or moral union. We believe in what he 

taught, and he gave us a share in the Kingdom, yes, but we are united to him in a mysterious way that is 

much deeper than these. He invited us to “abide” in him and spoke of himself as the vine and of us as the 

branches (Jn 15:5-6). By the gift of his Holy Spirit and the gift of himself in the Holy Eucharist, he unites 

us to himself in a deeply intimate way that we reflect upon far too little. As the Catechism notes, we do 

not just gather around him, but can rightly say that we are within him, that by Baptism we are, as St. Paul 

puts it so often, “in Christ” (see CCC 789). 

In paragraph 790 the Catechism states that “through the sacraments, [we] are united in a hidden and real 

way to Christ in his Passion and glorification”. Baptism, and also the Eucharist, incorporate (literally “to 

draw into a body”) us into a real though mystical communion with Christ. These are bonds with each 

other that are literally deeper than those of blood. Genetics has shown us that we are all one large human 

family, but Baptism draws us even closer than that! 

The union effected between us in Christ does not efface our differences, those diverse gifts which 

encourage us to serve each other’s needs in supernatural charity (see CCC 340, 341). Our differences, 

which can be natural as well as supernatural, do not constitute a cause for division. Rather, they can be 

The “Institutional” Church 

We often think of the Church in institutional terms, as if it were something like a 

multinational corporation. Society sometimes encourages this by media presentations of the 

Church as a “power structure” or as just one more political interest group among others. The 

Catechism’s use of the phrase “family of God” helps us to see that many of the familiar 

labels we use for each other in the Church—“Holy Father” for the Pope (which itself means 

“papa”), “Mother Superior” for heads of women’s religious communities, “Father” in 

reference to priests, “Brother” and “Sister” for religious men and women, and even the 

“brothers and sisters” that we are sometimes called in the liturgy—are far more than polite 

niceties. These names speak clearly of the real relationship we have with one another in the 

Church of Christ. The bonds of Baptism are just as real, more real, in fact, than the bonds of 

blood. Recall Jesus’ answer when he was told that his relatives were looking for him. “Who 

are my mother and my brothers?....Whoever does the will of God, he is my brother and sister 

and mother” (Mk 3:33, 35). 
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entirely transformed by grace, with the greater serving the lesser in humility and the lesser leading the 

greater by their example of the littleness which is a hallmark of the children of the Kingdom. 

This mystical union is entirely the work of Christ in us. As we have seen, he recapitulates or sums up 

everything in himself. This is especially true of those who have been united to him in Baptism and the 

rest of the sacraments. He is absolutely preeminent in all things; he is the source of our being and 

salvation and all the growth in grace that comes to us in the Church. As head of the Church, he extends 

his kingly reign. He has gone before us in all things and shares the path he has pioneered, taking us up 

into his life, his Passion, death, and Resurrection (see Col 1:15-19). Quoting again the phrase from Saint 

Augustine, the Catechism says that “Christ and his Church thus together make up the ‘whole Christ’ 

(Christus totus)” (CCC 795). 

The union that makes us one with Christ is not a mere institutional one, it is a personal one which the 

Bible describes in marital terms. This is not new with Christ. Prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah, and 

Hosea had spoken repeatedly of God’s covenantal will for Israel using marital imagery. So much 

so is this the case in the Old Testament that, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Emeritus Benedict 

XVI) in his work Daughter Zion could say that in the Old Covenant marriage had a precisely 

theological significance. Covenant fidelity to God was spoken of as a faithful marriage between 

God and Israel, and covenant infidelity as harlotry or prostitution. 

It is no surprise, therefore, that when the God who had continually wooed Israel became incarnate, he 

should be referred to by John the Baptist as the Bridegroom. Jesus, too, so refers to himself (see Mark 

2:19). Saint Paul speaks of the Church in Corinth as betrothed to Christ and as his bride (see 2 Cor 11:2). 

In that famous passage from Ephesians 5 mentioned above, he refers to marriage as a profound mystery or 

sign of the relation between Christ and the Church. So, our union with Christ in his Body, the Church, is 

effected by a spiritual marriage between souls and Christ, but within the Church. Just as a man and a 

woman become one flesh in the marital embrace, we become one flesh, one body, with Christ in the 

Church, which is his Bride. 

Temple of the Holy Spirit 

The Catechism concludes this trinity of ecclesiological images by explaining that the Holy Spirit is to the 

Church what the soul is to the human body. Just as the charity of the Holy Spirit is a new animating 

principle (or principle of life) in the human soul in a state of grace, enabling it to live in an entirely new 

way, so it is the Holy Spirit who enables the Church to be what she is and to live the life he wills for her. 

Just as a body without a soul is not a body at all but a corpse, the Church would not be the Church at all 

without the Holy Spirit. He directs her every action, supplies her with every gift she possesses. As the 

Catechism says that “The Holy Spirit makes the Church ‘the temple of the living God’” (CCC 797, 

quoting 2 Cor 6:16; cf. 1 Cor 3:16-17; Eph 2:21). 

By Baptism and the other sacraments, the Holy Spirit continually gives birth to and nurtures the Church. 

By the Apostolic See, he orders, directs, and teaches her. By the virtues and special graces or charisms, he 

adorns her with every gift she needs to respond to his promptings. And this reminds us of the theme with 

which we started, that the Church and all that she is, is principally appropriated to the Holy Spirit as 

suggested by her place just after we confess our faith in him in the Creed.  Pope Pius XII, in his 

wonderful encyclical Mystici Corporis, sums it up this way: “The Holy Spirit is ‘the principle of every 

vital and truly saving action in each part of the Body’” (CCC 798). 
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Chapter 11 

One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic: Rung Nine, Part 2 

CCC 811-945 

Compendium 161-193 or The Roman Catechism, The Ninth Article, 11-22  

 

Lingering on Rung Nine 

After the introduction to the Church in her general outlines, first in her economic dimension and then as 

People of God, Body of Christ, and Temple of the Holy Spirit, we move on to consider her as we profess 

her in the Creed each Sunday, as “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic.” We previously considered the 

trinitarian economy that God has impressed upon his Church. Here, we will see what we call the four 

marks of the Church.  

The Church is the earthly vehicle for our journey of ascent back to the original blessing that is the Holy 

Trinity. As we saw in chapter seven, in the Bible four is the number that symbolizes earth and the things 

of earth. There are the four directions, the four winds, the four seasons; we even speak of the four 

“corners” of the earth. Recall, too, that there are four Gospel portraits of Christ in his earthly mission of 

salvation. Similarly, the Church has these four marks which describe her to us and to those who might 

wish to get to know her. 

The Four Marks 

We do not call them four “labels” or four “accidents”, they are “marks”.  We mean by this that they mark 

for us essential qualities of the Church that are not mere labels or historical accidents that might be 

otherwise if we chose to organize the Church differently. These marks are gifts of God to the Church by 

which she expresses his plan. As the work of God, they are not negotiable, variable, or changeable. They 

are “marks” because they represent essential attributes of the Church, they “mark” or inform us as to what 

the Church is. The Catechism tells us that we recognize these marks as the gifts of God only by faith (see 

CCC 812).  

But it is also true, the Catechism notes, that even those who lack faith can find in these attributes 

remarkable signs that the Church is who she claims to be (Ibid.). For example, the holiness of her Saints 

and her universality (that is, that the faith is shared by people of every race, tongue, and culture) are clear 

proofs that she is a work of God and not merely of men.  For this reason, the marks are sometimes called 

“signs of credulity”, because they help demonstrate that the Church’s claims are credible or worthy of 

belief. 

One and Holy 

The first attribute or mark that the Catechism takes up is the mysterious oneness of the Church. The 

Church is really one in two ways. She is interiorly united and so one within herself (which we could call 

“unity”) and she is the sole Church, the one Church founded by Christ (which we could call 

“singularity”). We will consider her inner unity first. 

One 
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The Catechism relates her inner unity to her divine origins. Just as the Holy Trinity is one God, the 

Church is one. But the Catechism also suggests that her unity can be appropriated to the three Persons in 

different ways. So, the Catechism says that the Church is one because of her source, her founder, and her 

soul. Her source is the one God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We could add that just as he is the eternal 

source of the divine processions, the Father is the source of the Church, too. Recall that the Church is 

“born in the Father’s heart” (CCC 759). The founder of the Church is the Son who unites her to himself in 

one Body. And the soul of the Church is the Holy Spirit, who fills her, directs her, and unites all her 

members with one another. 

The unity of the Church is a mysterious divine unity that has God as its origin. As such, her unity is 

something that belongs to her essentially, as a constituent element of her very being and so cannot be 

taken away. This divine unity is all the more mysterious when we realize the tremendous diversity of 

races, tongues, and cultures that she unites within herself. There are five separate liturgical families in the 

Church which were born as the gospel message met the great cultures and language groups of the ancient 

world. (These are the Antiochene, Alexandrian, Armenian, Byzantine, and Latin.) Formed out of these 

large liturgical families there are 23 different Churches, consisting of groups of bishops organized under a 

Patriarch, all of which are united in the one Catholic Church. These include the Ethiopian Church 

(worshiping in the ancient language of Ge’ez), the Lebanese Maronites, the Syro-Malankar and Syro-

Malabar Churches of India, the Coptic Church of Egypt, along with many others. The stunning diversity 

of all these beautiful ancient traditions finds expression in the one Church. 

These different families of Christian expression all share certain features that the Catechism calls the 

“visible bonds of communion” (CCC 815). There are three such bonds: the common profession of one 

faith; the celebration of worship, which is the same in essentials, despite the variations in language and 

custom; and a shared apostolic succession, meaning that all share a lineage that traces its origins to the 

Twelve Apostles by way of the sacrament of Holy Orders. With the Trinity as the divine origin of the 

Church’s unity and these three earthly bonds as visible signs and guarantors of her unity on earth, the 

Church is one primarily by the supreme gift of charity, which “binds everything together in perfect 

harmony” (Col 3:14). 

The second way that the Church’s oneness is expressed is in her uniqueness as the sole Church founded 

by Christ and entrusted to the pastoral care of Peter and his successors. This is the Church’s oneness 

expressed as singularity. The role of Peter is a particularly clear sign of the singularity of the Church. 

Matthew 16:18, Luke 22:31-32, and John 21:15-19 all show Peter receiving a special mission from Jesus 

to exercise the authority of Christ himself in leading the Church he had founded. Therefore, union with 

the successor of Peter, the pope, has always been a sign and instrument of the entire unity of the Church. 

Because of her unique position as the Church intended and founded by Christ, the Church united with 

Peter alone possesses the “‘fullness of the means of salvation’” given to the Church by him (CCC 816). 

This is not something the Church can simply claim for herself, nor is it something by which she intends to 

belittle the claims of other ecclesial bodies. It is a simple revealed fact to which she must remain true in 

order to be faithful to her Lord and the mission he has given her. It is not uncommon even for Catholics 

today to sell the unique claims of the Church short to avoid offending the sensibilities of others. But it is 

important to recognize that if God’s will is to unite the human race, that unity will have to be effected 

somewhere, and the only place that we could expect that to happen is in the Church founded by Christ for 

precisely that purpose. 

In John 17, Jesus, as he approached his self-offering for sin, prayed for the Church, “that they may all be 

one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe 
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that you have sent me” (John 17:21). This indicates that the Church’s oneness is both the fruit of the 

oneness of the Triune God and a sign of that oneness in which we are invited to share by the whole 

redemptive work of the one God. She cannot sell that short and be what she has been called by Christ to 

be. That she is the sole Church founded by Christ does not mean that other Christians are not just that, 

Christians. But, although there may be Methodist or Lutheran Christians, there is only one Church 

founded by Christ and that is the Catholic Church. 

Wounds to Unity 

Although God wills the unity of the whole human family by means of the Church, the reality of sin 

violates this unity. Just as the visible bonds of unity are three-fold, the “wounds to unity” (CCC 817) 

represent a kind of anti-trinity of disunity. These are heresy, apostasy, and schism. Since God wills 

unity, the only possible source for disunity would have to be free beings who are capable of 

opposing his will by sin, human or demonic. While the Catechism does not define these wounds 

to unity, we could say that heresy is an obstinate denial of a revealed truth of faith; apostasy is a 

obstinate and complete denial of the whole of the faith; and schism is an obsitnate refusal to 

continue to be joined to the one Church revealed by Christ. Although these are discrete acts, they 

are interrelated.  

They must all be “obstinate” to be sins, meaning that these three acts must be understood and 

willed. This usually means that a person has to have been informed by Church authority that he 

is in error. These can be related causally. It has often sadly been the case that heresy by one 

influential leader has led to schism on the part of many. Furthermore, both heresy and schism 

have led to apostasy, if not on the part of the immediate perpetrators, then on the part of their 

heirs. It is not putting the case too strongly to suggest that the modern abandonment of the faith 

by so many (a kind of cultural apostasy) is a direct result of the divisiveness of Protestant 

Christianity over the last five centuries. As Jesus says in John 17, the world would believe that he 

had been sent by the Father if the Church were united. Failing that, much of the world has 

rejected not only the Church, but Christ. 

It is wrong, however, to blame our Protestant brothers and sisters for the sad divisions introduced into 

Christianity beginning in the sixteenth century. Most Protestants today were born into and raised in a state 

of affairs that is not of their making. Therefore, we can properly refer to them as brothers and sisters in 

Christ (see CCC 818), despite their being in error. The Catechism reminds us that many of the riches of 

the Church, given her by Christ, can be found outside her visible boundaries. These riches work as 

inducements to eventual unity. In a certain sense, the Church exerts a kind of gravitational pull on those 

who have been touched by Christ through the elements of the Church’s life that they find even outside of 

her. Things like the Bible, the sacrament of Baptism, and the life of grace (faith, hope, and charity) can 

work as instruments of salvation even for those outside the Church. Additionally, these things can also act 

as “calls” to unity (CCC 819). 

It could be tempting to think that since these elements, and those who make use of them in other Christian 

bodies, are outside the visible Church, the Church is not really one. In one sense this is wrong because the 

Church’s unity is not of our making, it is God’s doing. What he has given the Church as a permanent 

attribute, human error and sin cannot undo. The Church is always one, internally united, even though 

some may separate themselves from her. They may leave her, but they can only leave her as they found 

her: the one Church of Christ, united within herself. Strictly speaking, schism is a sin against unity, but it 

cannot break the unity of the Church. When someone leaves her, he loses the unity with her that she can 
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provide to him, but he takes nothing from her unity. The Catechism 

states that although her unity cannot be reduced, it can be increased 

and perfected. As more souls enter her, her unity is enhanced because 

she more fully expresses God’s plan for her, which is to be “the 

sacrament of the inner union of men with God” (CCC 775). 

The Catechism gives seven principles for this growth in unity. These 

include personal conversion of heart on the part of individual 

believers and continuous Church renewal. Both of these will manifest 

the Church as the divine mystery that she is to those who deny her 

place in God’s plan. The other principles are, common prayer, growth 

in mutual knowledge gained through ecumenical formation, 

theological dialogue, and cooperation between churches on projects 

promoting the common good of man (see CCC 821). 

These principles demonstrate that schisms are not only the fault 

of those who leave the Church For example, in the fifteenth 

century several scandals including the Great Schism, multiple 

claimants to the papacy, and a series of morally weak popes who 

discredited the papacy paved the way, in a certain sense, for the 

Protestant movement in the sixteenth century. Seeing the disunity in 

the visible Church, people looked to Scripture or some other 

sixteenth-century figure as the ultimate point of unity. It’s important 

to note, however, that there were numerous figures, among 

them Saints and Doctors, who sought to reform the Church 

from within, both before and after the Protestant movement. 

What we call the Catholic Counter-Reformation, which achieved 

great good for the Church and the world, shows that breaking 

with the Church is never the way to achieve a reform of the 

Church. 

 In order to heal what the sins of believers have caused, we have to 

commit ourselves to a purity of faith and witness that will make the 

one Church more clearly visible as what she is and has always been. 

Ultimately, only God can heal the divisions among Christians, and it 

is to him that we must appeal in constant prayer that his manifest will 

for the unity of the Church might find the fullest possible expression. 

Holy 

Holiness is the second of the four marks of the Church. Just as the Church’s unity is of God’s making, so 

is her holiness. As discussed in chapter 10, the Church is mystically united to Christ so as to form the 

body of which he is the head. This union makes the Church “‘unfailingly holy’” (CCC 823), despite the 

sins and failings of her individual members. She is not only holy by, through, and with Christ, but he 

makes her a dispenser of that holiness (see CCC 824). 

Although he is perfectly holy, her sanctity is “‘real though imperfect’” (CCC 825) because those who fill 

the Church below are still in the state of journeying and so always in need of greater purification. Through 

The problem of scandal in the 

Church is certainly not new. At 

the turn of the fifth century, St. 

Augustine wrote to a deacon in 

Carthage, North Africa, 

concerning his instruction of 

those preparing for Baptism, “It is 

inside the Catholic Church 

itself…that the greatest care is 

needed, so that no one will be 

tempted and misled by people 

whom the Church carries along 

like chaff, right up to the moment 

of the winnowing of the grain.” 

He warns that the deacon must 

warn them, “You will also notice 

that those same crowds which fill 

the churches on the Christian 

feast days also fill the theaters on 

the feast days of the pagans, and 

when you see this you will 

tempted to follow suit.” He goes 

on to the following counsel: “Mix 

with good people, with those 

whom you see loving your king 

together with you. Fou you will 

find many people of this kind if 

you begin to be such a person 

yourself.” Instructing Beginners 

in Faith, 25, 48-49  
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the practice of penance and recourse to the sacraments, these souls are gradually conformed to him who is 

the source of the graces the Church dispenses. Saint Augustine called the Church a corpus per mixtum, a 

mixed body, because, as Jesus foretold in the parable, weeds and wheat will reside in the Church until the 

end of time when the angels come to gather the wheat into God’s barn and consign the weeds to flame 

(see Mt 13:24-30). 

Although it is essential to recognize that the Church is a gathering of sinners who are subject to the 

sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit, it is equally essential to note the existence of  Saints of every age. 

Saints who inspire us by their example of conformity to the graces and the teaching of Christ, are the 

clearest sign of the vital energy of holiness that is at the heart of the Church. They serve as a constant 

source of reform and renewal in her. Our Lady is first among them as she already reigns as Queen of all 

angels and saints. Having already been assumed bodily into heaven, Mary is now the icon or figure of 

what the Church is called to be, and will be, when she reaches her heavenly home. For this reason, the 

faithful constantly call upon her intercession; she knows, and is the best expression of, God’s will for his 

Church. 

Catholic and Apostolic 

There is an interrelation between the first two marks of the Church, she is singularly and uniquely holy, 

and her holiness serves her unity. Likewise, we will see that there is an interrelation between the third and 

the fourth marks of the Church, her catholicity and apostolicity. 

Catholic 

The term “catholic” is used frequently. It is the favored term by which we identify ourselves and that by 

which others label us, sometimes with the added adjective Roman. It can happen that descriptions which 

become labels lose their meaning. This is often the case with Catholics. We are Catholic if anyone asks, 

but we do not often think about what that term means. It is derived from two Greek words, kata and holos 

which together (katholon) mean “according to the whole” or “universal”. Just as the Church’s oneness 

obtains in a double sense (unity and singularity), so also does her catholicity, which is both an internal 

wholeness and an external universality. 

As noted above, the Catholic Church, united with Peter and under his care, holds within herself all that is 

required for the sanctification of her members. In the last chapter, we saw that the Church is the body of 

Christ, and that Christ as head and the Church as his body make up the whole Christ. Saying that the 

Church is Catholic with reference to her internal wholeness draws out the implications of these 

truths. Where Christ is, there is the wholeness of truth and sanctity. All that he willed for the 

Church, every grace and good, are in her by his will. That is so, the Catechism states, from the 

very day of Pentecost and will remain so until he comes again (see CCC 830). 

One of the elements given by Christ to the Church is her mission, expressed in the last verses of the 

Gospel of Matthew, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28:19). She has followed that 

commission and so extended the way, the truth, and the life of grace in Christ throughout the world. This 

geographical extension of the Church is an expression of her external catholicity or universality. Just as 

the Church as a whole possesses within her all the gifts that Christ has given to the human race for its 

salvation, each particular expression of catholic truth and life, each local Church constituted under its 

bishop (in what we call a “diocese” and the Eastern Catholic Churches call an “eparchy”), has that very 

fullness of gifts. And that fullness is guaranteed by the union of each particular Church with the successor 

of Peter, who is the bishop of the Church of Rome (see CCC 834). 
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The Church’s unity cannot be broken, but nevertheless there are expressions of Christian life outside of 

her visible boundaries. Those outside are, therefore, also not Catholic in the full sense that those in union 

with her are. We call this complete union “full communion” and those who possess some of the truth and 

means of salvation are said to be “in a certain, although imperfect, communion with the Catholic Church” 

(CCC 838). The Orthodox churches share nearly all of the goods that Christ willed to the Church and only 

really lack some of the fullness of truth, and the expression of union with Rome to make them fully one 

with the Church in the bonds of communion that were outlined above. The Protestant bodies share less 

with the Catholic Church but are still bound to the Church in a certain way by the goods of the Church 

that they do possess, such as Baptism, certain parts of the profession of faith, the Our Father and other 

prayers, and the Holy Scriptures. 

The Catechism goes on to discuss the relationship between the Catholic Church and non-Christian 

religions, first, Judaism, which is a “real response to God’s revelation in the Old Covenant” (CCC 839) 

and the root of the fullness of revelation in Christ; and second, Islam, which is grouped with those 

religions which “acknowledge the Creator” (CCC 841). Although the Catholic Church’s relationship with 

Judaism is a special one, because God has revealed it and brought forth the Savior from it; their messianic 

longing has already been fulfilled in Christ, whom they do not recognize. They continue to have a part in 

God’s plan, the ultimate fulfillment of which will be signaled by an opening of Jewish eyes to faith in 

Christ at the end of time. 

Other religions not revealed by God are human attempts to find God. They positively express the 

common human longing for God and in so doing prepare for the full revelation of God himself in Jesus 

Christ (see CCC 843). These often also express “limits and errors” (CCC 844) which can militate against 

even natural virtue and so lead people very much astray. For this reason, Catholics consider it imperative 

to respond to the great commission to extend the gospel call and to preach the truth of the Catholic faith to 

all. We all share the same Creator and Redeemer, whether other religions recognize this or not. Therefore, 

our task as Catholics is to help others to see that creation and redemption are accomplished, that God has 

already all the necessary gifts of nature and grace to effect their salvation, and all they need do to gain this 

great gift is repent, believe and be baptized (if they have not yet) in the Catholic Church. 

The Church does not declare that all are damned outside of her visible boundaries. Blessed Pope Pius IX 

said, “it must be held by faith that outside the Apostolic Roman Church, no one can be saved; that this is 

the only ark of salvation; that he who shall not have entered therein will perish in the flood; but, on the 

other hand, it is necessary to hold for certain that they who labor in ignorance of the true religion, if this 

ignorance is invincible, are not stained by any guilt in this matter in the eyes of God.” (Singulari quadam 

Dec. 9, 1854, no. 1647).  Invincible ignorance is such that it cannot be humanly overcome. So, it is those 

who know the Church to be what she is who are bound to enter her as the Second Vatican Council states: 

“they could not be saved who, knowing that the Catholic Church was founded as necessary by God 

through Christ, would refuse either to enter it or to remain in it” (CCC 846, quoting LG 14). 

This does not mean, of course, that ignorance is excused on judgment day. Some truths are humanly 

knowable, like the natural moral law, that good is to be done and evil avoided, and even that certain acts 

are always to be avoided. These truths are knowable even for someone who has never heard of the 

Church. And so, one must live in accord with the best of one’s lights. The Catechism adds one other 

element that expresses the importance, indeed the urgency, of preaching the gospel. Living morally, even 

lovingly, is not enough. “Without faith it is impossible to please him,” says the book of Hebrews (11:6, 

quoted at CCC 848). A saving faith in God need not be perfectly articulated; none of us knows the faith 

completely. Anyone could be mistaken about the content of the faith and still be in right conscience and 
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so have a saving faith. After all, a newly baptized baby knows nothing about the faith and would go 

straight to heaven if it were to pass from this life. 

The Catechism states that God, “in ways known to himself” (CCC 848) could lead those who are ignorant 

of the gospel to a sufficient faith. That is to say, even though he tells us clearly in the Gospels that we 

need faith, Baptism, and charity for salvation, he is sovereignly free to impart these graces as he wills, 

inside or outside of the normal channels. The fact that he is free to do as he wills, however, does not mean 

that we are free to ignore his direct commands. Ultimately, apart from those cases in which it has been 

revealed, as in the case of Judas Iscariot, for example, no one can say that any person is damned except 

God himself, who knows all hearts.  

Our part is to believe, to love, to adore, to obey, and to disclose to others the sure channels of salvation 

that God has given the Church. We can’t presume where we do not know. Later in the same allocution 

quoted above, Bl Pius IX says that when we reach heaven, “we shall understand perfectly by how close 

and beautiful a bond divine mercy and justice are united; but, as long as we are on earth, weighed down 

by this mortal mass which blunts the soul, let us hold most firmly that, in accordance with Catholic 

teaching, there is ‘one God, one faith, one baptism’ (Eph 4:5); it is unlawful to proceed further in inquiry” 

(Singulari quadam, 1647). 

The missionary mandate ought not to be ignored on the chance that some might be able to manage to get 

to heaven by means other than those which have been directly revealed. That kind of an attitude is 

contrary, not just to the Church’s essential mark of catholicity, but to charity itself.  The Church’s catholic 

mission is, after all, not simply to see that people squeak into heaven. Her mission is to strive to fulfill her 

catholicity and to bring all men to the fullness of life and truth in Christ and his Church. There is a 

wonderful richness to faith that we should desire for everyone, and that has inspired Catholic missionaries 

in every age to tread the paths of the world looking for souls who are open to his gospel. 

Apostolic 

The one, holy, catholic Church has these three marks because of her fourth mark, apostolicity. The 

Church is apostolic in three ways: (1) She was founded upon the Apostles who were called by Jesus to be 

his witnesses before the world. (2) She holds and teaches the apostolic deposit, the whole of the content 

of the faith delivered to the Apostles by Christ. (3) She is governed, sanctified, and taught by those who 

hold the apostolic office: the bishops, the first of which is the Pope, aided by priests (see CCC 857). 

As we saw before, the bonds of communion that unite the members of the Church are common faith, 

common worship, and apostolic succession. It is the bishops who teach that common faith, lead the 

Church in common worship, and govern her by way of the apostolic office they bear. They are signs and 

guarantors of unity, both by uniting believers in the particular Churches where they live, and by the union 

of those local Churches with the successor of Peter, the Pope. 

The Catechism states that “the whole Church is apostolic” (CCC 863). That is, the successors of the 

Twelve Apostles make the Church apostolic by fostering the bonds of communion, and through them the 

entire Church exercises her mission in the world. Every member of the Church is “sent”. (The Greek 

word apostolos means “emissary”, or literally, “one who is sent”). As noted above when considering the 

Church’s catholicity, the Church is by nature missionary. Thus, the great commission delivered to the 

Twelve Apostles does not end with them, it continues until the end of the age, and applies to every 

Catholic. 

An Ordered Society 
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The Catechism moves on to consider how the permanent presence of the apostolic office 

influences the structure of the Church and makes her who she is. As just noted, the whole Church 

is united in the mission of spreading the gospel. This common mission is carried on in a variety 

of ways by those in different states of life. As previously discussed, the differences in vocation that 

exist between men are willed by God. They allow for the mutual expression of charity Each person 

renders unique service to the Body of Christ and advances her mission in a way that only he or she can. 

In short, our differences ensure that we need each other and serve each other. 

The laity needs the hierarchy for teaching, governance, and those sacred goods that they give to them at 

Christ’s direction. The hierarchy needs the laity to supply prayer and monetary support, to provide 

expertise that it may lack in technical or other areas of need, and to extend the reach of the Church into 

schools, workplaces, and other organizations or associations that make up society. All members of the 

Church share a common Baptism and it is the character (permanent imprint or mark upon the soul) of that 

Baptism that enables them to serve each other in an integrated way as members of the one Body of Christ. 

We have already considered the three munera or gifts of office in Christ and the Church. Just as he is 

Priest, Prophet, and King, the Church, which is his Body, is a priestly, prophetic, and royal people. These 

three munera are expressed hierarchically in the office of bishop and those who serve with him in the 

priesthood and as deacons. The baptismal munera of the laity are, as we say, of a different “kind”. That is, 

they are all rooted in the gifts that Christ had, but they are not the same gifts, just in varying “degrees.”  

The ordained priests and bishops act in persona Christi Capitis, or, in the person of Christ the Head (CCC 

875). As such, they act as servants of the baptized after his example, but also from within, so to speak, 

Christ’s own priesthood, as his ministers (see CCC 876 and also 1545). The ordained act as ministers of 

collegial communion: bishops within the college of bishops in union with the Pope, and priests as a 

presbyterium (the college of priests) with a diocese at the direction of its local bishop (see CCC 877); and 

yet still personally, as persons acting “in his person for other persons” (CCC 878). 

We do not have the space to consider all the aspects of the hierarchical and lay expressions of the three 

munera. Some of this will be discussed in the second major part of the Catechism on the sacraments 

Baptism and Holy Orders, but we should give a little time to a much-controverted issue today,  

The teaching office or what is called the Magisterium is an expression of the Church’s prophetic gift 

(munus). As described in chapter 10, the Church is both spiritual and visible. Although the humanity of 

the Church can sometimes obscure her mysterious sanctity, her visible organization is really a great gift. 

By it the Church is made visible, identifiable. People who are looking for the true Church need to know 

where to find her. Our Lord provided for that by giving us a Church with a discernible form and structure 

which is most clearly recognizable in her hierarchy and its exercise of the teaching office.  

Whereas in most Protestant denominations no one has the authority to teach definitively. In the Catholic 

Church the Pope and the bishops exercise that authority. Since Christ has consigned to the Church the 

apostolic deposit, which is the full expression of the truth that he has revealed to her, he has also 

guaranteed to her the capacity to pass it on infallibly, without error, diminution, addition, or alteration. 

Her understanding of the deposit can and does grow over time, but as a body, the Church cannot err in 

what she holds and teaches in faith. The whole Church is infallible in its faith by way of what we call the 

sensus fidei or “sense of the faith”. This is also called the sensus fidelium or the “sense of the faithful”. 

Both terms refer to a supernatural gift whereby the whole people of God, guided by their pastors, holds to 

the faith without error. As noted above, while any individual Catholic may be mistaken about some part 

of the faith, as a whole, the Church does not err. 
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The hierarchy, especially the bishops, and in particular the Pope, expresses the infallible teaching office of 

the Church in its highest degree. This is one of its most important acts of service to the People of God. At 

paragraphs 891 and 892 the Catechism outlines the authority of the Roman Pontiff or Pope at its various 

levels. Understanding this is necessary for understanding how better to believe what the Church teaches. 

Precisely, there are four distinct levels of magisterial teaching: ordinary, universal ordinary, 

extraordinary, and supreme extraordinary. The bishops and the Pope teach in an ordinary and 

informal way in their common task of teaching and preaching. Even informal teachings which are 

not part of the deposit of faith require what is called “religious assent” (CCC 892). In the context of 

preaching a homily or promulgating a letter for his diocese, a bishop or the pope can teach things 

as important as dogmas or just reflect upon ideas of particular theologians or offer personal 

advice.  

The kind of assent owed to those individual teachings should be in accord with the source and 

weightiness of their content. At this level, the manner of teaching, that is, “ordinary,” is itself not 

infallible. The material being taught might be from revelation or not, it might re-propose or 

support revealed truths. In this case, the content itself demands our assent, whether the manner is 

“ordinary” or not. The offices of the bishop and pope are themselves revealed, however, and so 

even when the bishops and pope do not intend to define a doctrine, we are supposed to respect 

and adhere to their teaching because the office itself is of divine origin. The pope’s teaching is to 

be esteemed and adhered to in a particular way, because he is the pastor of the whole Church. 

Above this ordinary form of teaching there is what we call the universal ordinary exercise of the 

Magisterium. These are teachings that may have never been more formally defined, but which by virtue of 

their having been constantly taught by the pope and bishops throughout the history of the Church, are to 

be believed or held by what is called ecclesiastical faith. That is, even if a teaching in this category has 

not specifically been taught to be part of divine revelation, the fact that it has always been taught by the 

teachers of the Church requires that we believe it, based upon our faith that the Church cannot teach error 

on a matter pertaining to what has been revealed or on a matter closely related to revelation. This category 

of teaching may have to be clarified occasionally because of some doubt or confusion on the part of some 

of the faithful.  

This happened in 1994 when Pope St. John Paul II declared in the document Ordinatio 

sacerdotalis that in accord with what the Church has constantly taught and practiced throughout her 

history she is not free to ordain women to the priesthood. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the 

Faith affirmed later that this teaching was infallible, but by virtue of the universal ordinary 

Magisterium, which the Pope had simply confirmed in that document, rather than on the basis of 

a formal extraordinary papal definition contained within it. 

There are two more formal levels of teaching that aim at defining some truth clearly. The first is 

that exercised by the pope and bishops together when they define a doctrine in an ecumenical 

council. In the First Vatican Council, which closed in 1870, the Council Fathers defined papal 

infallibility as follows. When the pope teaches on matters of faith and morals, speaking as the supreme 

pastor of the Church, and expressing his wish to define a truth in a formal and binding way, he teaches 

infallibly. In this case the Council exercised the extraordinary Magisterium in defining these necessary 

conditions for papal infallibility. The faithful are to adhere to such extraordinary teachings by ecumenical 

councils with the obedience of faith. 
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That exercise of the extraordinary Magisterium of the First Vatican Council, in fact, infallibly defined the 

highest form of the Magisterium, what is called the supreme extraordinary Magisterium. Such supreme 

acts of teaching occur when the Holy Father teaches formally in the manner described above, in an act 

that is also called an ex cathedra teaching. That last term means “from the chair”, means that the pope, as 

the Church’s premier teacher, intends to settle some question and end further debate by clarifying the 

matter or declaring a dogma of the faith. The declarations of Our Lady’s Immaculate Conception (1854) 

and her Assumption (1950) were teachings of this type. 

These supreme acts of papal magisterial teaching do not teach anything new; they only clarify and 

solemnize a teaching the Church as a whole has always held and taught but perhaps without the same 

articulation or definition. As noted above, the Church’s understanding of the content of the faith grows 

with the passage of time. Sometimes teachings mature enough to be declared dogmas of the faith, 

meaning that the Church understands clearly that what she has always taught is, in fact, a truth revealed 

directly by God. Many parts of the faith have never been disputed and have never been solemnly defined, 

but they are no less true for not having been taught in that way. Therefore, a believer would never say that 

he or she need only believe those teachings that have been declared in the solemn way that ensures their 

infallibility. If we only believed the few dogmas that have been declared solemnly by the Popes, we 

would have an odd and rather lopsided faith. 

Note that papal infallibility is limited to those circumstances when the pope intends to exercise it as the 

supreme pastor and teacher; when he does so by a definitive act (no off-handed remark or teaching of 

lesser moment would be included); and only as regards “a doctrine pertaining to faith and morals” (and 

therefore not on baseball, politics, or fashion trends). The Holy Father can speak infallibly about how a 

particular moral principle should be applied in any sphere of human life, as long as he does so in the 

clearly prescribed way described above.  

This means that when the pope clearly intends to teach or to direct the Church about some part of what 

God has revealed, he does so infallibly, or without the possibility of error. He has this power by virtue of 

his office so that he can serve us in our lives of faith. It is a unique participation in the infallibility of the 

Church herself, as well as a guarantee of it. 

Jesus specifically told Peter (and through him his successors), “‘Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded 

to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And 

when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers’” (Luke 22:31-32, emphasis added). Peter certainly 

did fall morally when he betrayed Jesus, but he has been strengthening his brothers and sisters with an 

unfailing faith, exercised in the gift of papal infallibility, ever since. 

Infallibility is not impeccability. Part of the mystery of Peter is that, like the rest of us in the Church, he is 

human and subject to human frailty. Peter was not at the Passion. He failed, though Mary and the other 

women and John remained faithful. We ought not to be scandalized when the popes show these human 

frailties as they have throughout Church history. At the foundation of the Church and even at the foot of 

the Cross, we have “seen this picture before”.  

Peter is essential to the constitution of the Church, and we owe the pope all the deference his divinely 

instituted office demands. But in the end, he is Christ’s and under his authority as his vicar. He and all the 

bishops are always subject to God and what he has revealed and no exercise of the Magisterium, of 

whatever level, can supersede that, as Lumen Gentium 25 indicates in its final paragraph. 

But when either the Roman Pontiff or the Body of Bishops together with him defines a judgment, 

they pronounce it in accordance with Revelation itself, which all are obliged to abide by and be in 
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conformity with, that is, the Revelation which as written or orally handed down is transmitted in 

its entirety through the legitimate succession of bishops and especially in care of the Roman 

Pontiff himself, and which under the guiding light of the Spirit of truth is religiously preserved 

and faithfully expounded in the Church. The Roman Pontiff and the bishops, in view of their 

office and the importance of the matter, by fitting means diligently strive to inquire properly into 

that revelation and to give apt expression to its contents; but a new public revelation they do not 

accept as pertaining to the divine deposit of faith.  

While Magisterial authority extends even to the definitive interpretation of divine revelation, it can never 

add to or change that revelation (see CCC 891). A simple way of describing it would be to say that this 

special charism of the papacy from the Holy Spirit is directive and restrictive, but not productive. The 

Church, in all her work of teaching, is prompted by the Holy Spirit and he also protects her from erring in 

passing on “the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).   

Chapter 12 

Communion, Forgiveness and Bodily Resurrection: 

Last of Rung Nine, Rungs Ten to Eleven 

CCC 946-1019 

Compendium 194-206 or The Roman Catechism, The Ninth Article, 5-9, and The Tenth and 

Eleventh Articles.   

 

Ascending the Last Rungs 

Having considered the four marks of the Church, we now turn to three affirmations in the Apostles’ Creed 

that contain within them the whole compass of the Faith: “I believe in…the communion of saints, the 

forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body”. The first, the communion of saints, is actually counted 

as the last part of the ninth rung of the ladder of faith (or ninth article of the Creed) and associated with 

the other doctrines on the Church.  

In this section, the Catechism returns to its structural root of Acts 2:42 and the shared goods of the 

apostles’ teaching, fellowship, the breaking of bread and the prayers (the four part divisions of the 

Catechism) in order to point toward the “communion ‘in holy things’” shared by the saints of the Church 

in her three states: those still pilgrims on earth, those undergoing purification in Purgatory, and those 

already enjoying the glory of Heaven (CCC 946-975). Also, in its discussion of the communion of saints, 

the Catechism dwells briefly on Mary’s premier position among the saints one more time as it lifts her up 

for our admiration in her roles as daughter, mother, and spouse of the three Persons of the Trinity. 

The brief section on the forgiveness of sins, rung ten of the ladder of faith, will connect this great gift of 

mercy for the human soul with our faith in the Holy Spirit. Belief in the Church and in the communion of 

saints is a consequence of Christ’s saving work and the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost. Therefore, the 

Catechism connects the Church’s mediation of divine mercy to the trinitarian missions of the Son and the 

Spirit.  
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Not only will our souls be forgiven, but our bodies will be raised, and so the Catechism, in the section on 

the resurrection of the body, or rung eleven, continues to stress the importance of matter, time, and history 

to God’s economy, concluding with an important reflection on the first of the four last things, death. 

Communion in Holiness  

As we’ve seen, our profession of the Church as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic, immediately precedes 

the profession of faith in the communion of saints. They are both, in fact, parts of the ninth article of the 

Apostles Creed about the Church. This is fitting because the essential attributes expressed in the Church’s 

four marks are expressed in the marvelous mystery of the communion of saints. As the Catechism states 

succinctly, “The communion of saints is the Church” (CCC 946). 

The Catechism describes this union, or communion, as one of holy goods (sancta in Latin) and holy 

persons (sancti in Latin). The shared goods are faith, the sacraments, charisms (or special gifts of the 

members for the good of the whole body), common possessions, and love or charity. These treasures of 

the Mystical Body are not shared because we are Catholic, they are precisely treasures to us because they 

make us Catholic. That is so in the most basic sense, the sacraments, Baptism for example, literally makes 

us into new creations in Christ. The supernatural faith we receive as a result, gives us the capacity to see 

the truth that God reveals. The supernatural hope that we receive enables us to trust God for the future. 

And the supernatural charity we receive enables us to love our neighbor as ourselves, and even to love our 

enemies! It is easy to forget that without these great goods, the Christian life would be literally 

impossible. Without them we would not be Christians at all. All of this is God’s doing, not ours, although 

he asks us to cooperate with his grace. 

And so, the sacred goods (sancta) of the Church are essential to the very existence of the sacred persons    

or sancti of the Church, the saints. They make us what we are, and we share them because they have 

made us sharers in them. They remind us that Christian life is not just a moral code that we choose, but a 

divine grace that chooses us, by which God makes us one with himself. The goods of the Christian life 

consigned to the care of the Church are utterly and thoroughly transformative for those who surrender 

themselves to God’s work, and who choose to take up the hard work entailed by the divine election. It 

would be a wonderful thing if to remind ourselves of this momentous fact of grace, we again began to call 

ourselves (as did the early Christians) “saints”. 

The Catechism returns to the very beginning of the Christian community, as described in Acts 2:42, to 

explicate these holy things or goods of the Church. There we read that those early saints “devoted 

themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers”. Recall 

that these are the divisions of the Catechism itself: “apostles’ teaching” is the Creed; “breaking of bread” 

refers to the sacraments; “fellowship” is the moral life; and the last element is the life of prayer. By 

studying the Catechism, we share in the holy things of the Church. We can trust that doing so and living 

what we come to know will make us holy ones, saints. 

The Church that shares these goods is made up of three states which are traditionally identified as the 

Church Militant (on earth), the Church Suffering (in purgatory), and the Church Triumphant (in heaven). 

The Catechism describes these three states as states of pilgrimage, purification, and glorification (see CCC 954, 962). There is 

a real unity in these three states which make them not three Churches but one Church in three states of the 

one journey. These three are united deeply “by an exchange of spiritual goods” (CCC 955). Charity, 

expressed primarily in intercession, is the foundation of this exchange.  

Those in heaven intercede for those on earth about whom they are vitally concerned. The picture supplied 

by Hebrews 12:1 is of the Church on earth as athletes in a stadium with the stands full of the blessed in 
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heaven cheering for those earthly combatants. They do more than cheer, though; their prayers have real 

power to affect the outcome of the contest. The Church on earth in its turn can intercede (along with those 

in heaven), for those in purgatory, who owe a debt to God’s justice because of unrepented venial sin or 

repented sin for which they have done insufficient penance to offset the “temporal punishments” that 

accrue to the residue of sin which remains in them. The essential point is that the real union between the 

member of the Mystical Body, formed by supernatural charity, endures beyond death. 

The Catechism does not answer the theological question of whether the souls in purgatory can intercede 

for those on earth. (Great saints have argued on both sides of the debate.) The Catechism only says that 

our prayers for them assist them in advancing toward heaven and make “their intercession for us 

effective” (CCC 958). This could mean that they intercede for us in purgatory and that our prayers for 

them make their prayers more effective or that their prayer will only become effective when they get to 

heaven by our help. We will come back to the Holy Souls in purgatory in the last part of this chapter. 

The Catechism then speaks of Mary as preeminent in the Communion of Saints. The Catechism treats of 

Mary numerous times in its first part: as the purest expression of the aspirations of Israel; as the fullest 

expression of human, supernatural faith; once in each treatment of the age of the Father, the age of  the 

Son, and the age of Holy Spirit in the three chapters of the Creed; by a brief mention when discussing the 

holiness of the Church (see CCC 829); and again, here as Mother of the Church and Queen of Saints. It is 

her universal maternity that is highlighted here. By virtue of her motherhood of the Savior and her union 

with him, Mary is made Mother of the whole Church. In the section dealing with our profession of faith in 

Christ’s birth to Mary (CCC 487-511) her Immaculate Conception, her divine and virginal maternity and 

her perpetual virginity were dealt with; here, her union with her Son in the crucifixion, her bodily 

Assumption into heaven as the root of her Queenship and  her maternity of the whole Church in the order 

of grace. So, she dies, rises, and reigns with him whom she loved so much, showing us that conformity to 

the Son in love is the very purpose of the Church. In this way, Mary is the “eschatological icon of the 

Church” (CCC 972). 

She is already what the Church will be, united now with her Son in glory. That is why the Church has a 

particular devotion to her, which is “intrinsic” to the Church’s worship (CCC 971). This takes nothing 

away from the worship of adoration that is due to the Trinity alone. God has chosen her to serve us in this 

way, as is evident by her important place in the saving economy. Honoring her and seeking her 

intercession are entirely dependent upon the utterly “unique mediation” of the one Savior, Jesus Christ 

(CCC 970). It is only by way of her motherhood of Christ that she exercises a motherhood in regard to us. 

Just as she gave birth to him, she is still mystically giving birth to the Body of Christ (see Rev 12:1-6, 

17). Recall that the Church is part of Christ’s recapitulation of all things (see CCC 521) and, so, just as he 

is “born of woman,” so are we (Gal 4:4).  In this way she exercises a particular role of intercession for 

those still on the way to heaven, so that we rightly give her the titles “Advocate, Helper, Benefactress” 

and even “Mediatrix” (CCC  969).  

Sin’s Solution – Rung Ten 

The second of the last four professions of the Apostles’ Creed that we are considering is “I believe. . . in 

the forgiveness of sins”. This is the tenth article of the Creed and tenth rung of our ladder of faith. The 

Catechism notes the connection we have already seen between faith in the Holy Spirit, which is the root 

and context of each of these last articles of the Creed, including faith “in” (or within) the Church and the 

forgiveness of sins. Forgiveness is God’s doing and the Church is his instrument in that. Some people 

say that the Church is an expression of “institutional religion” and that Christians can and should do 

without the “power structure” and just worship God. More recently, the popular slogan is “I’m 
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spiritual but not religious.” This part of the Catechism shows us again that the Church is not about 

structures, ritualism or power, she is about mercy. All the riches of her visible constitution are not 

hindrances to true spirituality, but the divinely willed means by which we worship God “in spirit and 

truth” (Jn 4:24).  

It is a great gift from God that the Church is a discernible, visible refuge for sinners. Nothing is more 

necessary for sinful creatures than forgiveness, and God has not left us to guess about how or where to 

obtain it. Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, even before he received the “keys of kingdom” when elevated to the 

papacy as Benedict XVI, wrote that the grant of the keys, Jesus’ gift of papal authority to Peter in 

Matthew 16:18, which confers the authority to bind and loose, is for mercy. It is not simply a power of 

governance, which it manifestly is also, but the power to forgive, as we also see as regards all the 

Apostles in Matthew 18:18 and in the institution of Confession in John 20:22-23 (see CCC 976, 981). So 

again, we are not just talking about the organizational necessities of a social construct, but the 

accomplishment of the divine plan on our behalf. Peter’s special commission robs Satan of his power and 

makes forgiveness the very foundation of the Church. Peter is “a personal embodiment” of this 

foundation, Ratzinger says, for he must receive mercy to serve as the steward of mercy (Called to 

Communion, p. 64-65, see also Jn 21:15-17).    

The means of forgiveness are two, Baptism and Penance, or as we will see in the section of the Catechism 

on the sacraments, the water of Baptism and the water of tears. The first delivers sinners from the guilt 

and punishment of original and personal sin. The second is the second plank of salvation that provides a 

recourse when the baptized succumb to the weakness of their still fallen natures. The Catechism reminds 

us that there is no sin that cannot be forgiven if we but seek the mercy of God. That sin which is called the 

“unforgivable sin” or the sin against the Holy Spirit is actually the sin of unrepentance, which is a positive 

refusal of the forgiveness that God is eager to bestow. 

Our Death and Resurrection – Rung Eleven 

The third of these last professions of faith and rung eleven is “I believe in. . . the resurrection of the 

body”, or in the Nicene Creed, “the resurrection of the dead”. To get the full import of the resurrection, 

however, we should probably start with some consideration of the last word in that Nicene phrase, 

“death,” which would, in fact, be the last word, were it not for the resurrection!    

Christian Death 

For no sooner do we begin to live in this dying body, than we begin to move ceaselessly toward 

death. For in the whole course of this life (if life we must call it) its mutability tends toward 

death.                                          St. Augustine of Hippo, City of God 13, 10  

 

The Catechism at first appears to pose not an answer but a doubt to the question of death: “It is in regard 

to death that man’s condition is most shrouded in doubt” (CCC 1006). Death is both “natural” and 

unnatural. We know that it comes to everyone, but we rail against it, we fight with all we have to delay it, 

we mourn when it takes one of us away. It is the human problem. As discussed above, “God did not make 

death, and he does not delight in the death of the living….It was through the devil’s envy that death 

entered the world” (CCC 413).  

So, the scandal of death points to the Fall of man, prompted by the devil. The problem of sin and the 

inevitability of death that follows from it are, in a sense, the first parts of the good news. They are proofs 

that things are not right with us. Our “It ought not to be!” in the face of death is a clear indication that 
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things could have been or should be 

otherwise. Jesus, and the salvation he 

brings, is the answer to the problem of 

death. Death does us the favor of 

reminding us that we need a Savior. 

This suggests a further Christian 

attitude toward death: “Death is 

transformed by Christ” (CCC 1009). In 

Christ, the problem becomes the 

answer. By dying, he transformed 

death just as by living he transformed 

everything about human life. We often 

think of Baptism as a birth and so it is. 

But Saint Paul says in Romans 6 that 

we die with Christ in Baptism as well 

as rise with him. Saint Ambrose of 

Milan said that at death when Satan our 

accuser demands that the Christian die 

for his sins, Christ answers in our 

defense that he already has!  

Physical death for the Christian 

completes the process of conformity with the dying and rising of Christ that began with Baptism. Our 

dying is a “dying with Christ” (CCC 1010) that we have hopefully been practicing the whole of our 

Christian lives, mortification of self. And, of course, practice makes perfect. Death will always be difficult 

because “It ought not to be!” and would not have been without sin. It will always bear the face of 

punishment and punishment scares us. In Christ, however, we are given both the wisdom to see the grave 

as a door and the strength to walk through it. 

On that basis of Christ’s victory over death, we might be tempted to think that the tears of Jesus at the 

tomb of his friend Lazarus or Mary in travail at the foot of her Son’s Cross are mere pantomime, tears 

shed to heighten the dramatic effect.  After all, Jesus tells Martha, “I am the resurrection and the 

life…whoever lives and believes in me shall never die” (Jn 11:25-6).  Mary is the paragon of human faith 

and must have been sure of the promise from the psalm, “Thou wilt not let thy Holy One see corruption” 

(Acts 13:35, quoting Ps 16:10).  Yet they weep; even those who know and trust in the power of the 

Resurrection mourn the death of others, because death is a mournful thing.  It is a tragedy to experience in 

oneself or another the separation of body and soul that occurs at death.  And the separation of body and 

soul at death means also the separation from our loved ones as they pass from this life.  Death was never 

willed by God. It is our doing, only permitted by God in giving us freedom.  As that first sin was tragic, 

so also is its effect always tragic and truly worthy of tears.    

 

“As you see me set before you  

Mute and without breath  

Weep for me, my brethren, family, and all who know me,  

For I spoke with you only yesterday,  

And suddenly the fearful hour of death came upon me.  

Come all those who love me  

And give me the last kiss,  

For never again shall I journey or talk with you  

Until the end of time.  

For I go to a Judge Who is impartial,  

Where servant and master stand side by side.  

King and soldier, rich and poor, are held in equal esteem.  

For each will be glorified by his own deeds  

Or will be put to shame.  

But I ask and implore you all  

To pray without ceasing for me to Christ our God,  

That I may not be put into the place of torment because of 

my sins,  

But that He may appoint me 

To a place where there is the light of life.”   

Now and ever and unto ages of ages. Amen. 

Byzantine Euchologion, Funeral Service, The Stikhera for 

the Last Kiss  St. John of Damascus 

“I weep and grieve when I think of death and behold our comeliness within the tomb, created according to the 

image of God, lying formless and lifeless, bereft of all beauty. O wondrous woe! What is the meaning of this dread 

mystery? How can we be given over to decay, how can we be wedded to death? Indeed, this must be according to 

the will of God, as it is written of old; may He grant to the departed eternal rest.”   

                                            Byzantine Euchologion, Funeral Service, Troparion Idiomelon, St. John of Damascus 
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Resurrection of the Body 

The Catechism states that the resurrection of the body is particular and peculiar to Christianity (see CCC 

991). Other religions hold out for the continuation of the human soul beyond death, but belief in the 

resurrection the body, that the body has an enduring place in the divine plan beyond the grave, is a 

relative oddity (see CCC 996). It also indicates something very important about God’s divine plan. As 

already seen, God acts in history, what we call the economy. Catholicism is not a Gnostic belief in the 

evil of matter and time, nor are these things from which to escape in order to free the soul. While the 

Church does assert the superiority of the soul over the body, she also holds that the body and the soul are 

constituent parts of a whole human nature that belong together. The body is more than just a tool, it is the 

medium through which our souls express themselves and the medium through which we become who we 

are, even at the level of soul. It is by bodily acts that we show love and become lovers or show hatred and 

become hateful. Our souls are formed, or deformed, not just by acts of will, but through the body as well.  

So, this doctrine is an affirmation of human nature and of God’s commitment to his whole creation: to 

time, matter, and history. As already seen, Christ is the firstborn of the dead. His Resurrection is the 

vision and promise of what lies ahead for us. The body to which he returns is clearly his, as he gives proof 

by showing the wounds of his crucifixion. At the same time, it is clearly changed so that it seems to be 

able to interact with the world but not be bound by it. He eats fish and can be touched but he can also 

enter the Cenacle through a locked door. The body that seems to slow the soul in life is entirely subject to 

the soul in this new glorified state. 

Apart from the fact that we know that all will rise on the last day, either to the “resurrection of life” or the 

“resurrection of judgment” (John 5:29), we know little else about the resurrection. There is no seed of it in 

our common experience; there is nothing in the body that would allow for it naturally. Saint Paul does use 

the analogy of a seed and the plant that springs from it in 1 Corinthians 15, but he knows it is a weak one. 

The seed does contain all the potencies of the plant within it, however unlikely that may appear. There is 

nothing in the body when separated from the soul (its animating principle) but decay. And all we really 

know about the resurrection is that the soul will miraculously reanimate (anima is the Latin for “soul”) 

the body, even if it has fallen entirely to dust. 

The mechanism behind the resurrection to life of the just, if it can be called that, is Baptism. In Baptism 

we have already mystically or sacramentally died and risen with Christ. From that moment of Baptism, if 

we remain in, or return to a state of grace, that act has splendid eternal consequences. For us it is rather 

like resurrection practice. Having already died in Baptism, we do not have to suffer the full ravages of 

death again. 

Death is, as the Catechism hints, only “natural” in our fallen state, natural in the sense that it is the 

eventual expected outcome for all. But, since death only enters the world through sin it presents itself to 

us as an enigma. It is inevitable and yet we resist it like an enemy. It strikes us as somehow wrong 

because it is entirely the fruit of a wrong (see CCC 1006, 1008). As already suggested, death, which is the 

separation of the soul from the body, is really quite unnatural, since the two are made to be united in a 

single human nature. For this reason, death is a kind of violence, a tearing apart of two things meant to 

remain together.  

Christ enters into this most perplexing part of the human story to transform it. His death on the Cross 

gives Baptism its power to destroy death, and by dying he draws our physical death into his saving act, 

giving “Christian death. . . a positive meaning” (CCC 1010). Even this worst of enemies becomes the 

completion of our Baptismal death in which we are finally entirely conformed to our suffering Savior (see 
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CCC 1010). In this, a curse becomes a blessing (see CCC 1009) and Christ’s work of extending and 

continuing his mysteries in his mystical body goes on (see CCC 521). 

Chapter 13 

Consummation: Ladder’s Height, Rung Twelve 

CCC 1020-1065 

Compendium 207-217 or The Roman Catechism, The Seventh Article, 9-11,  The Twelfth 

Article, 1-13.   

God’s Eye View 

Under the last article or twelfth rung, “life everlasting”, the 

Catechism considers what are called the four last things: death, 

judgment, heaven, and hell. This final section is so rich that any 

introduction can only scratch the surface. Many of the themes 

already examined find their full expression here at the end of the 

Creed.  

Though we have a beginning, “life everlasting” means there is no 

end to us! After physical death, we all must face a judgment that 

will show us our proper place in eternity, whether heaven or hell. 

Happiness, or what we call in its graced form, blessedness, has 

been the constant goal for us from the start of our ascent of the 

ladder of faith. So, it is not surprising that it is the defining 

difference between those two final, eternal states. We will see 

that heaven is “definitive happiness” (CCC 1024) and hell is a 

“self-exclusion” (CCC 1033) from that happiness.  

The last five paragraphs of this first part or Major Rung of the 

Catechism offer a pithy reflection on the “Amen” of the Creed. In 

keeping with one of the central themes of this book (from 

blessing to blessing), the Creed, like the whole of the Christian 

journey of ascent, ends where it began! “The Creed’s final 

‘Amen’ repeats and confirms its first words: ‘I believe’” (CCC 

1064). 

Eternal Splendor or Everlasting Horror 

The fourth of these last professions of the Creed and the final 

rung of the ladder of faith is, “I believe in…life everlasting”. It 

concerns the four last things. Death, the first of these, we have 

already seen. We humans are composites of body and spirit. 

The body is, of course, made of matter, and matter is mutable 

and subject to decay. But the part of us that we call soul or 

“There are no ordinary people.  

You have never talked to a mere 

mortal.  

Nations, cultures, arts, 

civilization – these are mortal, 

and their life is to ours as the life 

of a gnat.  

But it is immortals whom we 

joke with, marry, snub, and 

exploit – immortal horrors or 

everlasting splendors.  

This does not mean that we are to 

be perpetually solemn.  

We must play.  

But our merriment must be of 

that kind (and is, in fact, the 

merriest kind) which exists 

between people who have, from 

the outset, taken each other 

seriously – no flippancy, no 

superiority, no presumption. 

And our charity must be real and 

costly love, with deep feeling for 

the sins in spite of which we love 

the sinner – no mere tolerance or 

indulgence which parodies love 

as flippancy parodies merriment. 

Next to the Blessed Sacrament 

itself, your neighbor is the 

holiest object presented to your 

senses.” 

C.S. Lewis,  The Weight of Glory 
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spirit is perduring by its very nature.  Once the spirit in us comes into being, it will never go out 

of existence.  Not being made of material parts, it can’t be taken apart, it endures forever.   

Because part of us is perduring, we have a kind of aptitude for endless duration. We lament the 

death of the body and long for unending life.  We will say in the throes of love or pleasure “I wish 

this moment would last forever.” Of course, “moments” don’t last forever. By definition they are 

fleeting, as the Latin has it, tempus fugit, time flies.  Part of us is temporary, part of us is not and 

that’s why we can desire “eternity.”  There is no accounting for this desire if it isn’t linked to 

some aptitude within us and some possibility that calls to us from afar.    

The first line from the Catechism on this twelfth and last article of the Apostles’ Creed on life begins: 

“The Christian who unites his own death to that of Jesus views it as a step towards him and an entrance 

into everlasting life” (CCC 1020). But to enter the beatitude of heaven one must be judged worthy to do 

so. As we read in Hebrews 9:27, “It is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment”. 

As just seen, the human soul is fitted for life in the body, but once the soul leaves the body it leaves the 

realm of time and change. It becomes fixed as it is and so, the time of probation being over, it now takes 

on the stability of eternity and it must go to the place where it belongs (CCC 1021). We call this 

judgment, but it is, as we have seen in chapter eight, a finding of fact. We are what we have made of 

ourselves and so the particular judgment that we meet immediately upon dying is the realization of what 

we truly are in the presence of Truth himself. He does not have to tell us (although Matthew 25 shows 

that there is such a judicial proclamation), we know, and we go toward the only place that suits us, heaven 

or hell. We are already, as C. S. Lewis put it, either an “eternal 

splendor” or an “everlasting horror” (The Weight of Glory). 

This is not something God determines arbitrarily. Those who are 

“horrors” are not victims of a lack of mercy in God! In Revelation Jesus 

says, “Behold I stand at the door and knock” and St. Paul tells us the 

God “desires all men to be saved and come to the knowledge of the 

truth” (Rv 3:20, 1 Tm 2:4). (The Church teaches that all receive 

sufficient grace for salvation which can be impeded by our refusal.)  

They are what they are by their own choice, and even after death they 

would not choose to go to heaven even if they could. By a series of 

innumerable choices, real choices, sometimes too small to measure, 

they have made themselves into creatures who are only fit to live apart 

from God. (We might even suggest that heaven would be more hellish 

for them than hell itself, owing to the fact that they have come to hate 

God and his company.) God in his mercy (which is one with his justice) 

allows them to have their way, not without a fight, of course. At every point prior to death he has been 

calling and aiding them to do otherwise but he will not force himself upon them. This is what we call the 

particular judgment immediately after the soul leaves the body. Before him we know who we really are 

and where we really belong (see CCC 1022). That is where his judgment sends us. 

Heaven 

What is heaven? “The state of supreme, definitive happiness” the Catechism says (CCC 1024). It is also 

called a “blessed communion” and the beatific vision (CCC 1027-28). This recalls the origin and 

destination that frames the whole of the journey of ascent we are on. From the beginning we have taken as 

our theme the phrase from blessing to blessing, based upon the first words of the Catechism: “God, 

infinitely perfect and blessed in himself, in a plan of sheer goodness freely created man to make him share 

“Blaze with love and desire 

for the eternal life of the 

saints, where activity will 

be effortless and rest will 

not be idle; where people 

will praise God without 

becoming weary or faint; 

where the spirit will be free 

of recalcitrance and the 

body of stress.”   St. 

Augustine, Instructing 

Beginners in Faith 25, 47  
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in his own blessed life” (CCC 1, italics added). The Creed is the whole 

story of the economy in miniature, and it describes (in an abbreviated 

form) the journey of the world out of the creative hand of God and back 

to him again. It is onto that journey that the Creed calls us. And here it 

sets before us the destination of that journey: the immediate 

contemplation of God, “infinitely perfect and blessed in himself”. This 

blessed vision, which is “life everlasting”, yields unimaginable happiness 

for us. In that vision is the satisfaction of every human longing. It is there 

that we will finally enjoy eternal rest from our temporal journey. 

We think far too little about heaven or hell. That we neglect hell is 

perhaps not surprising, especially if we are headed there. But why would 

we not want to consider heaven? St. Paul does say that as regards 

whatever is, true, honorable, just, pure, lovely, gracious, any excellence, 

or worthy of praise, “think about these things” (Phil 4:8).  

Hell 

Hell is the state of the absolutely profane, in the sense that “profane” is 

the opposite of “sacred”. Hell is the denial of everything sacred, except 

for one thing. The only sacred thing in hell is the existence of those 

creatures of God who dwell there. Having created them he retains them 

in being. Being or existence is a good in itself and it is the only good they 

retain. We typically say that the blessed in heaven give glory to God for 

his mercy and damned for his justice, but grudgingly. 

Hell is the eternal separation from God for unrepented mortal sin. 

No one is predestined to hell. It is, as the Catechism describes it, 

“the definitive self-exclusion from communion with God and the 

blessed” (CCC 1033). Its principal punishment consists in separation 

from the only possible source of enduring happiness. (see CCC 1035.) 

The Catechism states that the doctrine of hell reminds us of the 

gravity of our choices and therefore calls us to responsibility (CCC 

1036). In the ancient catechetical instructions, the story of the 

economy that reveals Christ was always concluded with an 

exhortation on the importance of avoiding hell.  

The Creed, that economy in miniature, ends here in the Catechism with 

that same ancient exhortation. Recall that we have seen the importance of 

charting a correct course on the journey of ascent in faith. Our arrival at 

the proper destination is not something that happens by default. We 

should have a healthy fear of hell. If we never think about it as a radical 

possibility of human freedom, we will not work to avoid it with the 

appropriate energy. But, of course, fear is not the best motivator. Love is 

to be our compass on the journey. It is love of God that attracts us to 

heaven and that provides us with the proper course. But being the fallen 

creatures we are, we need the reminder of the final judgment and the real 

possibility of damnation that this exhortation provides. 

Matthew 25 

These first words, “Depart from 

me,” express the heaviest 

punishment with which the wicked 

shall be visited, namely their 

eternal banishment from the sight 

of God, unconsoled by any hope of 

recovering so great a good. 

Theologians call this “the pain of 

loss,” because in hell the wicked 

are deprived forever of the light of 

the vision of God. The words “you 

cursed,” which are added, increase 

to an extreme degree their 

miserable and wretched 

condition…. 

The words, “into the eternal fire,” 

which follow, express another sort 

of punishment which the 

theologians call the “pain of 

sense.” This is because corporal 

punishments are felt through the 

organs of sense. And among such 

punishments fire produces the 

most intense pain. Then when we 

reflect that this pain is without end, 

we realize at once the punishments 

of the damned admits of no 

increase. The final words, 

“prepared for the devil and his 

angels,” make this even more 

clear.…What then is the 

wretchedness of the damned, since 

the sufferings will never have any 

companionship but that of the 

wicked demons. 

This sentence is passed with 

perfect justice by the Lord our 

Savior upon the impious. For they 

distained all the works of true 

Godliness: they did not give food 

and drink to the hungry and thirsty, 

or shelter the wayfarer, or clothing 

to one in need of it, or visit the sick 

or those in prison. 

The Roman Catechism, Article 

Seven, 9-10 
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Purgatory 

“Purgatory” is the name given to the place of final purification that lies ahead for those who, though in a 

state of grace (which is to say, without being in a state of mortal), need to attain complete holiness to 

enter heaven. Revelation 21:27, speaking of the heavenly city, says “nothing unclean will ever enter it”. 

The ancient Church prayed for the souls of the dead, as the graffiti on the Christian catacombs either 

expressing or asking for prayers for the dead shows, and as attested by many of the Fathers of the Church. 

Saint Augustine mentions in regard to the death of his dear mother Saint Monica that she asked that he 

remember her at the altar (i.e., in the prayers of the Mass, Confessions, 9, 13, 36). Those in hell cannot 

use such prayers and those in heaven do not need them. These ancient witnesses attest to a belief in a state 

of purification beyond this life. 

The Scriptures also speak about Purgatory, although without the use of the word. Luke 12:59 and its 

parallel in Matthew 12:32 speak of a punishment after judgment from which one can be released but only 

after one has paid every penny of one’s debt. In 1 Corinthians 3:15 Saint Paul speaks of a testing of every 

man’s works by fire, by which even those whose works were in some manner insufficient to withstand the 

flames of the test, will still “be saved, but only as through fire”. The Catechism also cites the Jewish 

practice of making atonement for the dead, which, although not the developed belief of Christianity, 

reflects the same general understanding that heaven and hell are not the only options (see CCC 1032). 

Purgatory is not a permanent state as are heaven and hell. The souls in Purgatory are called “holy souls” 

because they are assured of salvation and constantly growing in holiness as they long ever more for the 

presence of God in heaven and advance toward the perfection that will enable them to enter there (see 

CCC 1030). We do them and ourselves a great service in charity when we pray for their final repose and 

offer Masses and sacrifices for them. As noted before, this is an important expression of the communion 

of the saints. The Catechism’s short treatment in only four paragraphs here, is augmented by a 

consideration of temporal punishment of Purgatory (vs. the eternal punishment of hell) and how this can 

Scriptural texts that ground our belief in Purgatory: 

 

1 Corinthians 3:15 talks about a man’s work being burned up and says he will suffer a loss 

although he himself will be saved as through fire. 
 

In 1 Peter 1:6-7, Peter mentions that before salvation, one may have to suffer various trials so 

that the genuineness of faith, more precious than gold which though perishable is tested by 

fire, can be discerned. 
 

Matthew 12:31 says that every sin and blasphemy against the Son of Man will be forgiven 

men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven in this age or the next. 

 

2 Maccabees 12:44-46 indicates that there will be atonement for the dead that they might be 

freed from their sin. 
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be offset by prayer and the offer of indulgences (part of the sancta of the Communion of Saints, 

mentioned above), in its second part on the sacrament of Confession (CCC 1471-1479).   

The Final Judgment 

As noted above, are all judged immediately after death at the separation of the body and soul in what is 

called the particular judgment, but there will be a general accounting as well at the very last. We might 

wonder why this would be necessary if everyone has already been judged. We might think of this as the 

final and complete telling of the story we have been following in the Creed. All will see together how God 

ordered all things for our good and his glory, and that will serve as the very matter of our eternal praise of 

him. Even our sins will be a cause for joy then, because they will disclose to us God’s infinite mercy and 

goodness and give us cause for wonder at how he drew good out of even our worst offences.  

As the Catechism states, “We shall know the ultimate meaning of the whole work of creation and of the 

entire economy of salvation” (CCC 1040). That is, the story of the Father’s plan of blessing in the Son, as 

it has been worked out in history by the Son and Spirit, will finally be seen for all its intricate beauty, 

every smallest detail a masterstroke of infinite Love. This will be the last revelation and the vision that we 

will cherish for all eternity. We will see that, despite all our failures and resistance to God’s will, he will 

have perfectly accomplished that will, always drawing more good from the evil we injected into the world 

than we could have imagined, each of our sins (all of which we repented before death) having been used 

in his plan of love to sanctify others through a conformation to Christ in his Passion. In this way, we will 

look upon our sins and those of the world without shame or regret and we will wonder at how God took 

lead, the basest of metals, and made it gold. 

The Church teaches that what is called the Beatific Vision will be an unmediated or direct experience of 

the divine essence, something that is entirely beyond our finite capacities, but which God will cause to 

enter us by opening “himself in an inexhaustible way to the elect”, in an “ever-flowing spring of 

happiness, peace and mutual communion” (CCC 1045). St. Paul describes it with the words. “no eye has 

seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived, what God has prepared for those who love him” (1 

Cor 2:9). And love will, in fact, be the essence of that experience, love of the God we will SEE.  Faith 

will give way to vision, hope will be displaced by the joy of beholding him, only love will remain, and 

without end.  As Paul tells us, we can’t comprehend what this will be like, but it is very much worth the 

attempt. Making acts of faith in this promise God has given will greatly augment our hope and give us the 

fortitude to face any trial.    

Along with this final telling of the story of salvation and the “final word on all history” pronounced by 

God (CCC 1040), the dead will be raised (bodily), some to glory and some to perdition, and, as the 

prophets have foretold, a mysterious transformation of the cosmos into what is called the “new heavens 

and a new earth”, (Is 65:17, 2 Pet 3:13; cf. Rev 21:1, see CCC 1043). The Catechism cannot give us any 

more clarity about this stupendous event than the cryptic texts of the prophets do (see CCC 1048). The 

vital central element here seems to be that God’s commitment to his creation is enduring. As has been 

noted before, Christianity is a religion that fully embraces time, matter, and history. It is not a spiritualism 

that distains the material part of God’s creative work. 

In revealing that he intends to renew and transform the cosmos in a fundamental way, God is telling us in 

no uncertain terms that our faith must not be escapist. Our work to respond to the temporal needs of our 

brothers and sisters and to exercise a proper dominion over the natural world is not just an elaborate test 

of the goodness of our intentions; it has a permanent, enduring value of its own in God’s eyes. Although 

St. Peter does also report that “the elements will be dissolved with fire” (2 Pet 3:10), his testimony about 

the new heavens and earth also means that this reality does not, so to speak, simply go up in a puff of 
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smoke at the end. It will stand as an eternal testament to the steadfastness of God’s grace and mercy and 

will give us cause to praise him forever! 

So, having made it for a purpose, God continues to uphold it and will do so at the end, too, but in a 

fashion that makes it no longer subject to the limitations of time and space as we experience them now. In 

that new world, the dwelling of God will be with men (see Rev 21:3). The whole of that new world will 

be the Jerusalem of God, the Holy City, the Kingdom come in fullness, and “the final realization of the 

unity of the human race” in that oneness with God, which we have seen is the first purpose of his Church 

(CCC 1045). 

The Final Amen 

Having enjoyed this beautiful vision in hope, we can now pronounce the final “amen” of the Creed. The 

Catechism gives in five brief paragraphs a sublime reflection on this little word which means so much. It 

can be rendered, “so be it”, “it is true”, or simply “truth”. The Catechism notes that it comes from the 

same Hebrew root as the word “believe”, and so in using it at the end of the Creed, we finish where we 

began. This miniature creedal story that begins with the blessing that is God himself and ends with the 

blessing that will be our vision of him in all his infinite glory, is initiated in us by the grace of faith and 

ends in a confession of faith, “amen.” In the very end, though, as we’ve just seen, faith will give way to 

sight and so our “amen” will not be an expression of faith but of the truth seen. Jesus is himself the great 

Amen of God (see CCC 1065, Rev 3:14). And it is in the monumental mystery of the Logos himself, now 

entirely regnant, in whom we will be enfolded; and in the splendor of the Divine Spirit by whom we will 

be embraced, we will utter an eternal “Amen” to the Father of all Blessing. 

We have now reached the heights of the ladder of faith described in the Creed which began with creation 

and culminates in life everlasting. The twelve rungs of that creedal ladder have enabled us to scale 

mysteries that are only accessible to faith and still, really only hints at much deeper things, which will 

only finally be revealed at the last trump when we are “lifted up” “to meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thess 

4:17). Until then, we have this promise: 

“I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself,  
that where I am you may be also.” John 14:3 

  

Here at the summit of our journey of ascent, we should take note of the cogency and beautifully ordered 

quality of the content of the Creed and the wisdom of the Church in proposing it, providing us at this 

height what we could call a “God’s eye view” of the world. What the Creed proposes for belief gives us 

the conviction to continue on to the rest of the journey upon the Ladder of Ascent that the Catechism 

presents in its next three parts. After all, the eternal life that is described at the end of the Creed is attained 

not just by knowing the tenets of faith, but by living them in the sacraments, moral life and prayer of 

faith.  

It is by this four-fold means that we attain to the enjoyment of the Beatific Vision. That blessed vision is 

the fulfillment of the whole Christian life lived in faith, hope, and charity. The content of the Faith as seen 

in the Creed is assented to by the grace of faith, the first of those three theological virtues. In ordering its 

presentation of the Christian life as it does, the Catechism is following a pattern already set out by St. 

Augustine in his advice to catechists in about the year 400 A.D. He says that in instructing beginners in 

the Christian life we should teach everything so that in “believing they may hope, and in hoping they may 

love” (Instructing Beginners in Faith, 4,8).  Having seen the beauties of the Faith, the next step is to 
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advance to the hope provided in the sacraments and the love expressed in the Christian moral life and 

prayer.  

 


