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What Does It Mean To Be A Catholic? 

 
Catholic is a much misunderstood and maligned word in today’s world. Many non-Catholics judge 

Catholicism by some of its members who have the least formation and/or commitment.  Many 

Catholics cannot differentiate between the essence of Catholic Faith and the many expressions of 

Catholic “culture.”  Other problems arise when Catholic Faith is merely one of many seemingly 

equal facets of a person’s identity (family, vocation, citizen, avocation, etc.).  Some Catholics have 

themselves the assumption that  

Church is a democracy in which majority opinion determines faith and practice.  What does it 

mean to Catholic? 

 

Of course, there is no way to hilly answer this question in one Faith Note — or even a series.  The 

complete (and official) answer to what it means to be Catholic is found .... in the Catechism!  But 

for those who will not venture into such a tome, here are a few important parameters what it means 

to be a Catholic.  

 

First (in priority and emphasis), being a Catholic is to be a Christian!  Christianity and 

Catholicism are so intertwined that they are ultimately interchangeable (even if some Protestant 

sects believe the two mutually exclusive!).  Our Faith is all about Jesus.  Jesus is our Savior.  Jesus 

is our Lord.  Jesus is our Model.  Jesus is our coming King.  (Just this one point would fill a big 

book). 

 

Second, being a Catholic is to belong to the Church.  "No one can have God as Father who does 

not have the Church as Mother" (St. Cyprian).  How do we know Jesus?  He lived a long time ago 

and wrote nothing of himself.  So, how do we know Jesus?  It’s through his Church——the Church 

he founded: the Catholic Church.  The many expressions of Christianity which are in the world 

 today have their origin in the Catholic Church.  They may have 

left the Church at some point in history. They may claim to be 

the "restored" original  Christianity.  But any claim to follow 

Jesus comes out of the biblical record, and the Bible itself is a 

product of the Catholic Church. It was the Church who guarded 

the documents which expressed the Apostolic Faith. It was the     

Church who decided which of those doctuments would be 

included in  canon of Scripture. (The early Church was well 

aware of the apocryphal “new testament" books and other 

spurious writings which have been popularized by  



Dan Brown and his Da Vinci Code fiction—and they were rejected because they did not give witness 

to Apostolic Truth). In short, The Catholic Church the Church of Jesus Christ most fully and rightly 

ordered through time. This is why we "listen" to the Church. The Catholic Church believes itself (with 

historical and philosophical reasons) to be God’s sovereignly appointed channel for Divine 

Revelation, so that the Church is the authority about what Christians believe and how Christians are to 

live. 

 

It is at his point we come to the multitude of beliefs and practices which are covered in detail in the 

Catechism — the "problem" of human sin and the way of salvation, the Eucharist and Liturgy, the 

nature of Sacred Orders (especially the priesthood), human sexuality, the interface of politics and 

science with Christian beliefs, and the Community of Faith (which includes Mary, the saints, and the 

nature of the visible Body of Christ on earth). These were some of the broad subjects that prompted 

the many particular questions from the parish. 

 

Third, being a Catholic means understanding and accepting right authority. "Authority" is a nasty 

word in our current social climate, but having no authority is anarchy. The question, then, is: "What 

authority deserves our allegiance‘?" Catholics believe there is an authority beyond that of human 

government or popular opinion. This affects the way Catholics look at social and political issues. 

Catholics believe the ultimate authority comes from God, but how do we know what God says? A 

common answer is "the Bible." 

 

Protestant Christians often challenge some Catholic beliefs by asking, "  Where is that in the Bible‘?"  

One of the results of the Reformation in the sixteenth century was the separation of the Bible from the 

Church.  The idea that the Bible stands alone has since grown as a presupposition among many 

Christians.  This means many people think an individual person can understand the Bible by himself.  

While it is true that a person can read the Bible and grasp the core truth of God’s love expressed 

through the death of Christ, it is not true that a single person can rightly infer by simply reading the 

Bible all that is involved in right belief and right behavior. 

 

The Bible cannot be understood apart from interpretation. The issue, then, is: How is the Bible to be 

rightly interpreted?  The multitude of Christian denominations and sects is simple proof that not 

everyone interprets the Bible the same way.  What is the deciding factor when two people who claim 

to be reading Scripture "in the Spirit” have opposing interpretations?  This is the story of Christian 

factions for over 500 years.  There needs to an authority for interpreting the Bible.  This is one reason 

the Catholic Church has the history of a reputation that discouraged laity from having free access to 

Scripture.  Today the Catholic Church encourages personal and small group Bible study.  It is true that 

many other Christian communities know the Bible better than many Catholics, and this is an area 

where Catholics need to improve.  Yet, the concern remains: Bible study is not a free-for-all——it 

should not be a pooling of personal opinions.  When something is hard to understand, being a Catholic 

means listening to the teaching——the Magisterium- of the Church. One easy way to do this is to go 

to the official Catechism. This is how Catholics understand and accept right authority. 

 

So, a fourth important pillar of the Faith, then, is that being a Catholic means believing and professing 

all that the holy Catholic Church believes, teaches and proclaims to be revealed by God.  This is taken 

verbatim from the statement required for adults to enter the Catholic Church.  This is what it means to 

be Catholic.  If this was properly understood and accepted by “cradle Catholics," most of the agitation 

over many issues within the Church would go away.  It’s not that the issues do not need to be studied 

and processed, but rather that the attitude with which they are approached would change. Instead of 



being so influenced by secular (godless) presuppositions, Catholics are to come to issues believing that 

God-—the ultimate authority—has spoken, and that God has spoken definitively through his Church 

in her official teachings. ( .... to be continued) 


