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So, Does a Catholic Have To Believe All The Church Teaches? 
 

Catholicism is a unified whole. It has been likened to the “seamless robe” belonging to Jesus that 

the soldiers gambled for rather than tearing it. Being a “real” Catholic does, indeed, mean 
believing and professing all that the holy Catholic Church believes, teaches and proclaims to be revealed 

by God (That is part of the Profession of Faith for those who enter the Catholic Church as adults). Yet this 

needs to be contextualized. 
 

First, a distinction needs to be made between the essence of Catholic Faith (the full teachings of the 

Catechism) and what might be called the incidentals of the Faith. For example, Catholic devotion to Mary, 

the mother of Jesus, is often misunderstood by other Christians. There are four Marian dogmas which 

must be held as true by Catholics (that Mary was conceived without original sin, the virgin birth, the 

perpetual virginity of Mary, and her Assumption in Heaven at the moment of her death). At the same time, 

there are numerous Marian apparitions (affirmed visible sightings of Mary with attendant miracles) which 

Catholics may choose to accept as authentic or not. The apparition of Our Lady of Guadalupe, for 

example, is not a matter of dogma). Thus, continuing the context of this illustration, there is a difference 

between Marian dogma and Marian devotion. The dogmas are required; devotion is personal, and there is 

a broad range of expression with Marian devotion in the Catholic Church. 
 

 

There are many expressions of Catholicism, yet all are part of the one Church. Just consider the variety of 

spiritualities modeled by Benedictines, Franciscans, Dominicans, Jesuits, and others. The original 

meaning of the word catholic is “universal” and that means the Church is big enough to encompass all it 

means to be Christian throughout the world and throughout time. This is one reason the Church teaches, as 

John Henry Newman expressed it, “the development of Christian doctrine.” This means that even the 

Church’s dogmas expand (in contrast to “change”). Over the Christian centuries, the Church penetrates     

    more deeply into God’s self-revelation as new questions arise. The bigness 

    of the Church means that not all Catholics are going to look alike or express    

    their faith in the same way. There is great diversity in the unity.  
     

It is also appropriate to remember that there are many practices and 

activities within parishes that actually have nothing to do with the essence of 

Catholic Faith—e.g., tongue-in-cheek, you don’t have to play bingo to be a 

good Catholic!    

 

 

 

        


