CHAPTER 6: THE VIRTUE OF RELIGION (DECALOGUE 1,3)

Introduction to the Decalogue

NECESSARY READING:  CCC 2052-82

Fernandez & Socias pp.155-64


Decalogue means "ten words," and in Hebrew too it is precisely this, 'eseret ha-debarim (CCC 2056). The word (dabar) of Yahweh is ever creative. It achieves what it is sent out to do. It is full of wisdom and truth. It is powerful and can change men's hearts and minds. 

Read Exod. 19-20 to situate the giving of the Ten Words to Moses in context, and also Deut.5.

Note how Exodus runs straight on to more detailed social legislation, the Code of the Covenant, about slaves and oxen. Nevertheless the Church has always separated out and highlighted the Decalogue (CCC 2064 ff.)


If natural law is accessible to all mankind, why was the revelation of the Decalogue necessary?


How are the Ten Words divided into two tables?


How binding does the Church understand the Decalogue to be?


See also Mackenzie's Dictionary of the Bible: Decalogue and Law. Note where the teaching of the Catechism conflicts with the theories of the exegetes.

THE FIRST COMMANDMENT   (CCC 2083-2141)

1. 
'I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath; you shall not bow down to them or serve them.' (Ex. 20:2-5)


The First Commandment instructs us to love God above all created persons and things, and with all dimensions of our being. Of course love cannot be commanded. It is an invitation. 
This is a merciful ordinance, enjoined upon us by our Creator. Only He can fully satisfy the yearnings of the human heart for a love which never fails. There is a "God-shaped hole" inside each one of us. Some attempt to fill up that inner longing with pleasures and entertainments, drugs or possessions, fame or power. We may anaesthetise the pain of being human by denial of the truth, but we shall not find satisfaction.


The Creator made us in his own "image and likeness", to be with the Holy Trinity for evermore. Only if we love Him and grow to be like Him, can we share His perfect fulfilment and joy for all eternity. We must not expect God to change to suit our tastes.


The First Commandment is to love God above all created things. Because He is infinite and almighty, and gave us life itself, He is entitled to claim first place in our lives, in a way no lover or political messiah ever can. In an analogy to the solar system, He is the sun, we are but planets, and if we allow our lives to revolve around Him we shall find our true purpose. In contrast, the unconverted person either behaves as if he himself were the sun and expects everybody else to revolve around him; alternatively he idolises his girlfriend or career or money, and goes into orbit like a moon around them as planet.


The First Commandment helps to liberate us from all idolatries and all lesser gods. It commands us to fix our hearts where they will not be disappointed, and frees us from worshipping all that cannot satisfy.

Necessary reading: CCC 2083-2141.  And Fernandez & Socias ch.9, pp.165-92. Please make notes on the important points. 

Exercise: Read a little from one of the mystics about the sweetness of God's love. I suggest Bernard, Teresa of Avila, Thérèse de Lisieux, John of the Cross etc. We need to remind ourselves regularly of how good God is: even when we have experienced His love, how easily we can forget or neglect it!


Much could be written here about prayer and spirituality, but that is the subject matter of Course 8.  Someone, more competent than I, will lead you through the rich pastures of contemplation.

Religious Freedom:

With hindsight it is easy to judge and condemn.  "Error has no rights" was for a long period the cry of the Church against heretics . Even St Thomas More argued that it was right for the State to execute obstinate heretics. Did they not poison the spiritual commonwealth and lead souls to damnation, a crime far more heinous than any merely temporal matter?  When Queen Mary Tudor lit the fires of Smithfield and elsewhere, consuming in flames some 273 Protestant martyrs (1553-58), she believed she was carrying out her divine duty. In comparison she was relatively lenient to traitors, whose actions threatened only her own person and the State, not the welfare of souls.


Neither was religious freedom a recognised concept on the Protestant side of the Reformation. Luther urged the German princes to put down the Anabaptists of Munster with fire and the sword. Germany held to the doctrine: cuius regio, eius religio - in whose realm you live, his religion shall you follow (Peace of Augsburg 1555). Calvin in Geneva put various opponents on trial for heresy and had them executed. In England, Henry VIII's work was continued by Elizabeth I and James I, until some 310 Catholics had been martyred and many more fined or imprisoned for refusing to kowtow to the Tudors' new State religion.


The eighteenth century "Enlightenment" (G.K.Chesterton wittily refers to it as the "Endarkenment") of Voltaire and Rousseau led to the rise of scepticism and deism. Disbelief in any revealed religion became widespread. Several C19 Popes attacked religious indifferentism - the idea that all religions were equal and led to salvation. Unfortunately these condemnations are phrased in language which today seems shocking in places:


"We now come to another important cause of the evils with which we regret to see the Church afflicted, namely indifferentism, or that wrong opinion according to which  . . .man can attain the eternal salvation of his soul by any profession of faith, provided his moral conduct conforms to the norms of right and good . . .From this foulest source of indifferentism there flows the absurd and wrong view, or rather insanity, according to which freedom of conscience must be asserted and vindicated for everybody." (Mirari Nos, Pope Gregory XVI, 1832)


And among the propositions condemned by Pius IX in his 1864 Syllabus of Errors were these:


15. Everyone is free to embrace and profess the religion which by the light of reason he judges to be true.


77. In our age it is no longer advisable that the Catholic religion be the only State religion, excluding all the other cults. 


78. It is praiseworthy that in some Catholic regions the law has allowed people immigrating there to exercise publicly their own cult.


Error may have no rights, but human beings surely do, even if they are sincerely mistaken.

Dignitatis Humanae (see Flannery vol.1)



This Vatican II document on religious liberty (1965) came as a striking development of Catholic doctrine, if not a complete volte-face.


All men are endowed with reason and freewill and therefore exercise personal responsibility. They are both "impelled by their nature and bound by a moral obligation to seek the truth, especially religious truth." They are "bound to adhere to the truth as they come to know it, and to direct their whole lives in accordance with the demands of truth." (DH2)


"Truth can impose itself in the mind of man only in virtue of its own truth, which wins over the mind with gentleness and power. So while the religious freedom which men demand in fulfilling their obligation to worship God in accordance with their conscience has to do with freedom from coercion in civil society, it leaves intact the traditional Catholic teaching on the moral duty of individuals and societies towards the truth religion and the one Church of Christ." (DH1)


The foundation of religious liberty lies in the nature of the human person himself. He must be able to search for truth "by free enquiry with the help of teaching or instruction, communication and dialogue." 


"Through his conscience he sees and recognises the demands of the divine law. He is bound to follow this conscience faithfully in all his activity so that he may come to God who is his last end. Therefore he must not be forced to act contrary to his conscience. Nor must he be prevented from acting according to his conscience, especially in religious matters."


Religion is not merely private, but a social matter. Hence groups, especially the family, have religious rights too. To every right there is a corresponding duty, so it is the duty of each and of society to protect religious liberty for all.


 "Civil authority must undertake to safeguard the religious freedom of all the citizens in an effective manner by just legislation and other appropriate means. It must help to create conditions favourable to the fostering of religious life . . " (DH6)


However, there may be limits, "since civil society has the right to protect itself against possible abuses committed in the name of religion". Laws should be fairly applied, without favouritism, and with respect for the just moral order. The equality of citizens before the law should never be violated overtly or covertly for religious reasons. "It is wrong for a public authority to compel its citizens by force or fear or any other means to profess or repudiate any religion or to prevent anyone from joining or leaving a religious body."

Pause for thought: The Russian Government, alarmed at the number of harmful or foreign sects entering the country, and wishing to preserve the nation's Orthodox heritage, recently introduced tight new controls on religious organisations (including the Catholic Church). To what extent is this justified? Suggest an equitable law for such a situation?


"The right to religious liberty is but the right to hold erroneous views." Do you agree with this statement? Discuss.


It is not always easy to combine the Church's missionary mandate with religious pluralism and the type of moral free-for-all, which we have in Britain. "There are many who, under the pretext of freedom, seem inclined to reject all submission to authority, and make light of the duty of obedience." (DH8) Conscience is not in itself an inventor of moral principles: it rather discerns pre-existing (transcendent) good and evil and urges us to act in accord with the good.

Magic, divination and the occult:


The crucial distinction between magic and religion is this: Christian religion places the ego at the service of God, asking for strength to do His will. Magic attempts to invoke and control supernatural or occult forces to serve the self. It is essentially egoistic, be it white magic which claims to use beneficial natural powers, or black witchcraft, voodoo and satanism which have more sinister objectives.


Check out your local bookstore and you will see that witchcraft, occultism and superstition have a substantial following. As Chesterton dryly noted: "When men cease to believe in God, they do not believe in nothing, they believe in anything." Our age swings unpredictably between the scientistic rationalism of Dawkins and a superstitious credulity. So on the one hand, we have UFO-logy and alien abductions (witness the popularity of the X-files), while on the other the New Age movement brings us magic crystals, ley lines, horoscopes and tarot cards, and even feng shui to Downing St. Nature abhors a vacuum, even in spiritual terms, and all sorts of oddities flood in to fill the void left by Christianity in retreat.


To venture into the spiritual world without protection or a reliable compass, is like setting out into the Amazon jungle totally unprepared. The spiritual realm is full of wonders, among them poisonous beasts to kill the unwary.


New Age represents a individualistic (pseudo-)spirituality coupled with a convenient absence of moral obligations, rooted in a touchy-feely subjectivism. Yoga and TM are practices drawn from Hinduism. Hatha yoga is a physical technique preceding meditation, and may be helpful. But no Christian should let himself be drawn into chanting Hindu mantras to pagan gods.


By dabbling in the occult, ouija boards, pagan worship, satanism and hard drugs, one opens oneself up to evil powers which one cannot control. For the sake of our sanity and well-being, God has lovingly prohibited our involvement with occultism. Whoever plays with fire will sooner or later get burnt. Whoever entertains Satan will find that he has chosen a cruel and dreadful master.


The existence of the devil and other fallen angels is an established part of Christian belief, somewhat overlooked in modern Christianity.  Please refer to CCC §394-5 and Flannery Vol. II, pp. 456-85, the SCDW document entitled "Christian Faith and Demonology," The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) defined that God originally created the devil and demons as good angels, but of their own will they became evil.


Pope Paul VI warned that the devil is "a living spiritual being that is perverted and perverts others:" 

"It is a departure from the picture provided by biblical and Church teaching to refuse to acknowledge the Devil's existence; to regard him as a self-sustaining principle who, unlike other creatures, does not owe his origin to God; or to explain the devil as a pseudo-reality, a conceptual and fanciful personification of the unknown causes of our misfortunes." (Quali sono  30.6.1972)


The devil's first great victory over us, is to make us believe that he does not exist.


Not only does the baptism rite include a minor exorcism, but also the RCIA. See §§69-74. Exorcism and Renunciation of false worship; §94. Minor Exorcism prayers; §162. Third Scrutiny.  (RCIA Final Texts with Commentary, Columba Press, Dublin, 1986)


The practising Christian has no reason to fear the devil. We have divine protection, and even authority over the powers of evil. What we sometimes lack is confidence. Every day in the Our Father we repeat a prayer for deliverance, a minor exorcism. However, we must play our part, by regularly receiving the Sacraments, reading Scripture, and avoiding obvious pitfalls like certain types of heavy metal music and horror films which glorify the work of Satan. We must not blame the devil for our own sins. We should not be hasty or imprudent in attributing peculiar phenomena to diabolical activity.

 
Traditionally there are three grades of diabolical attack. The first is temptation, which we all suffer. The second is obsession, where an area of a person's life is under demonic influence and he behaves compulsively in this area with minimum freedom  - this may come about by repeated and unresisted grave sin. Thirdly, very rarely, there are instances of possession, where the person has lost control over his own personality and has no freedom - presumably as a result of satanism or occultism.


The horror films love extraordinary stories of demonic possession. The Christian should remember that one thousand souls are lost by temptation for every one that is lost by possession (C.S.Lewis).


While any Christian can say prayers for deliverance from evil, an official solemn exorcism (in the name of the Church) of a person or place is performed only by a priest delegated by the local Bishop - the diocesan exorcist. He can use the new 1999 Ritual, De exorcismis. Some pentecostal groups regrettably fall into the mindset of demonomania, attributing every illness and misfortune to demonic activity. They attempt to "exorcise" all kinds of illness, spirits of divorce and unemployment and doubt and disobedience. Their clients are often in an unstable condition to start with, and may suffer mental breakdown as a result of these ministrations.


It is sinful to visit clairvoyants, mediums and astrologers. King Saul lost his throne for visiting the witch of Endor and summoning up the prophet Samuel from the dead. Clairvoyants and mediums may be:

· good judges of human nature, who can deduce a lot about a client from their appearance, conversation, dress etc. and add to that a little inspired guesswork, in terms sufficiently broad that some of them must be correct. They have no supernatural or paranormal links and are simply well-paid charlatans.

· persons genuinely in touch with spiritual forces. This may be a natural gift, running in the family for instance, or a gift acquired by magic and invocation. Read Acts 16:16-19. However, the spirits, whom they conjure up or converse with, are hardly likely to be spirits of the dead. They are evil spirits impersonating the deceased, and leading on the bereaved with lies and false hopes. Beliefs contrary to Christian doctrine are commonly propagated in such circles e.g. re-incarnation, the equivalence of all religions and avatars, and universal salvation.


Bear in mind that the devil loves to spread confusion. One of his ploys is to create counterfeit spiritual worlds to mimic such gifts of the Holy Spirit as prophecy, healings, words of knowledge and so on. In this way he can prevent souls coming to Christ and his Church, and lead them instead up blind alleys.


Two real cases I have come across, the former in Chorley, the second in Runcorn:

1.
A Catholic parishioner seriously ill with cancer tells you that he is going to healing sessions held in a meeting room at the municipal library. The man and woman leading the "healing sessions" claim to be Christians, and say that they have a deceased Catholic nun present as a spirit guide. There is a tau-cross on the wall during the "services" during which they lay hands on the sick and talk about auras and energy. How would you advise the sick man? 

2.
Another Catholic lady admits that after the death of her mother, she went to a spiritualist church service in the hope of being reassured that her mother was safe. Known only to herself, she had her mother's rosary beads in her pocket. Shortly after the "service" started, the man in charge stopped it, and said that someone was carrying a holy or blessed object, and that they could not proceed further unless that object was removed. The lady left the room and never went back. How do you explain this?


Genuine research into para-psychological phenomena is permissible, and activities like water-divining seem to depend upon natural forces which we do not understand, but which are unobjectionable. Forms of alternative medicine, aromatherapy, reflexology and so on may have much to recommend them, so we should judge them by results.


The last few years has witnessed a swing from occultism to UFO-ology? We cannot discount the possibility that some UFO phenomena could be diabolical. Demons like to confuse and distract humankind from the real purpose of leading a holy life. Are aliens now the substitute for the angels we have dismissed from our consciousness?
Hauntings and poltergeists:


Occasionally priests are called to houses to deal with psychic or spiritual disturbances, fortunately not very often. Much of the evidence - in the nature of the events - is anecdotal. It is difficult to discern whether the phenomena are psychological and subjective (in the mind of a particular person) or objectively caused by some spiritual presence. I remember one pensioner who thought a spirit was moving the curtain and hissing at her - I'm pretty sure it was a draught of air round the window casing and gas hissing from the coal on the fire.


The tradition of asking the priest to come and bless a new home has much to recommend it. One does not know what has gone on there previously. The practice of seances, mediumship or occultism may have left a susceptibility to the presence of spiritual evil. After all, churches and shrines are consecrated as holy places of prayer, so the opposite can presumably be true. Places do have an atmosphere, especially if rooms are painted black with occult symbols and inverted crucifixes on the walls!


The document on Demonology (Flannery II.477) says: "The Church always takes a critical stance . . and asks for reserve and prudence." Nevertheless there are some inexplicable occurrences, noted by sane, unromantic, even unimaginative, priests and laypeople.


We should pray for the charism of discernment for such cases. If a spiritual disturbance (ghost, apparition etc.) is reported in a house, there are three possible explanations:

· It is the spirit of a person who has died, and in some sense has not let go of the place. Treat this as a request for intercession, and pray that they may find eternal rest.

· It is an evil spirit, possibly masquerading as the spirit of a dead person. This is possible if seances have been held in the house, or if a previous occupant has been involved in the occult or committed some serious crime or suicide there. The house should be blessed, simple prayers of exorcism and protection recited, and the inhabitants urged to practise the Christian faith and frequent the Sacraments, so as to leave no way in for the evil one.

· Some parapsychological cause - poltergeists etc. These seem to be connected with adolescent girls, or with close relatives who have not been mourned - where funeral rites were not performed or attended. See "Healing the Family Tree" by Kenneth McCall.


In general, to avoid spiritual disturbances, it helps greatly if all inhabitants of a house are practising Christians. Irregular relationships should be sorted, unbaptised children christened, the duties of Sunday Mass and daily prayer observed.  Perhaps God allows such things to happen as a reminder of the existence of the spiritual realm, and as a call to conversion. The diabolical attacks upon the Curé d'Ars, for example, were a way in which that chosen soul suffered and won many graces for sinners.


One person's superstition may be another person's profound faith. The mother of a new baby presents herself at the presbytery door, but never herself attends Mass or prays, and insists upon "having her baby done" i.e. baptised. Is this superstition, or the last glimmering embers of a dying faith? And how do you respond?



Or the Polish grandmother-to-be who carefully placed a piece of straw beneath her daughter's pillow, before the birth of her grandchild. "I think my Mum put it there for good luck," said the daughter. The hospital chaplain, intrigued, asked the grandmother why she had done it, and she replied: "Straw was good enough for my Saviour to be born on, so it's fitting for my grandchild." Superstition, or a "prayer-in-action"? We should not be too hasty to pass negative judgement upon pious practices, alien to our own temperament though they may be.

Atheism and agnosticism (CCC 2223-28)


"If there is no God, there is neither good nor evil, and everything is permitted." (Dostoyevsky)


Few people are full-blooded atheists. It is after all not a rational position, since the non-existence of God cannot be proved. It is an "act of faith" in the non-existence of any deity. In a climate of logical positivism, some may appeal to the "principle of verification": nothing is true which cannot be demonstrated to be true by observation and experiment. Ironically, this principle itself cannot be proved to be true. It asserts a priori that all true statements must be verifiable in a particular way typical only of the natural sciences. This is a fundamental error: every academic discipline, every realm of life has its own methods of proof. The lawcourt, the laboratory, the artist's studio, the boardroom, the conservatoire each have their own approaches.  How, for example, can you  prove scientifically that Julius Caesar visited Britain in 55 BC, or that your husband, daughter, or mother loves you?


As A.J.Ayer once surprised his interviewer: “The only problem with logical positivism is that it’s all false!"


In reality, the dogmatic atheist has to actively narrow his horizons so as to exclude anything religious which might jeopardise his pre-chosen position. He treats religious phenomena not with the impartial eye of the scientific observer: perhaps yes, perhaps not, let us investigate  .  .  No, with an a priori denial rooted in his philosophical prejudices, he disregards or mocks miracles, life after death, the religious and mystical experiences of the vast majority of the human race, and the honest witness of sincere believers. 

The atheist is grossly unscientific, because he avoids the evidence. Most atheists argue in the abstract. They refuse to investigate actual historical instances of the miraculous like the Resurrection, the spread of the early Church, the Turin Shroud, or the medically attested miracles of Lourdes. Atheism is a journey away from reality.

For your portfolio: read and make notes on GS 19-21.


The agnostic claims not to know whether or not God exists. We need to distinguish:

1. The dogmatic agnostic, who claims that it is impossible to know whether there is a God or not. This hypothesis too is not provable. If an omnipotent Deity exists, He is ipso facto able to reveal Himself to his creatures, who will then in some way know that He exists. A God who cannot communicate with his own creation is a contradiction in terms.

2. The indifferent or lazy agnostic, who cannot be bothered to investigate the God-problem, and finds it more convenient to live without God, and without the moral obligations which belief in God might entail. However it is hardly human to ignore life's most fundamental question: Is there a God, and if so, what sort of God is He/She/It?  This agnostic in effect is saying: the question of God is unimportant to me. This is unreal, because every day we are faced with moral choices, and ultimately the fact of our own death and passage beyond. We are not impartial, objective philosophical observers somewhere outside the field of life: we are totally involved on the pitch, and we have decisions to make.


Both these agnostic approaches are equivalent to a practical atheism. In contrast there is also:

3. The honest but searching agnostic: "I do not know whether or not God exists, but I want to know, because I can see how important this question is." He will examine the arguments for the existence of God, the witness of Revelation, but ultimately he must pray in order to receive the grace of faith: "God, if you exist, show me that you exist," 

Graven images:


"I saw a Catholic on his knees before a statue; he must be worshipping it," says the Fundamentalist. If you see the fundamentalist on his knees with an open Bible before him, is he therefore worshipping the Bible? If a woman has her parents’ photo on the mantelpiece, is she engaging in ancestor-worship? If a man has his children's pictures in his wallet, is he guilty of idolatry?


The Old Testament forbade images of God made by human hand, in order to teach man the utter transcendence of the Lord. However, that dispensation has passed away. The Father has given us his only Son as a true icon of Himself. Now, in Christ, we have the perfect picture of God revealed: "He who has seen me has seen the Father." Images of Christ remind us and help us to meditate upon the Incarnation. Statues, icons, paintings and mozaics of Mary and the saints help us to concentrate in prayer when we invoke their aid.


Traditionally we distinguish between worship (latria) to God and the Blessed Sacrament alone, and honour or veneration shown to the saints (doulia) and Mary (hyperdoulia).
Questions on this chapter: 


Test what you have read and learned before going further.

1. Presumption is a sin against the virtue of ............  Explain the two kinds of presumption.

2. The catechism lists five ways of sinning against the theological virtue of charity: list them.

3. Is a schismatic a heretic?  Is a heretic an apostate?

4. Which Church Council solemnly ratified the Christian tradition of venerating images? Those who smashed sacred images were called ................

5. Explain to an "Evangelical Christian" why statues and icons in a Church do not constitute the sin of idolatry.

6. What is acedia?

7. What sacrifices can we offer to God?

8. Explain the difference between a precept and an evangelical counsel.

9. In the Topkapi Palace museum in Istanbul you can see the swords of the first four Islamic kaliphs, along with a piece of Mohammed's beard. What contrast does this offer with the origins of Christianity?

10. Advert in local paper classified section: "CLAIRVOYANT, Tarot reading, psychometry. £10 till end Feb. Tel 01772-xxxxxx"  What is your advice to a prospective customer? And if she replies: "But the clairvoyant is a Catholic!"

11.  Look up Pascal's wager. How does it show the illogicality of atheism, even in terms of pure self-interest?

THE SECOND COMMANDMENT (CCC 2142-67)
2. 
'You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.' (Exod. 20:7.) 


The Jews did not and still do not pronounce the sacred name God revealed to Moses, the tetragrammaton (four letters) YHWH. Some of them were scandalized at the Jerusalem Bible's free use of this as Yahweh. In an strictly orthodox synagogue, Gentiles may not even be allowed to look at the scrolls on which the sacred name is written. It is never pronounced. The reader will always substitute Adonai (my lord) or Elohim (god pl.) for the name of God. The Jews were used to circumlocutions like El-Shaddai (the Almighty) or El-Elyon (the Most High) out of reverence for the sacred name.


The pronunciation of YHWH is uncertain. In Jesus' time, only the Jewish High Priest uttered the Sacred Name, on one or two occasions per year in Temple worship. It was passed down in the oral tradition of the priestly and scribal circles, and is now lost.


In the New Testament the most sacred name is Jesus, Yeshua or Yehoshua, which means "Yahweh saves" - since He is the one who is to save his people from their sins, as Gabriel said at the Annunciation. Few habits are more objectionable than using the Holy Name as a casual swear word. This is blasphemy in the strict sense, much worse than bad language which involves the crude sexual terms. It is something which Christians should constantly protest against, just as Muslims would protest if the name of Allah were used as a swear word.


To say "Oh, God!" as a prayer at a time of shock or danger is justifiable. But to keep saying "Oh, God!" casually is venially sinful, and gives bad example. We should only invoke God in prayer, blessing or adoration, not as a casual exclamation. Perhaps this was why an older generation favoured "By Jove!" and "Eee, by gum!"


The Middle Ages were more religious in their curses. "Bloody" comes from "by our Lady", and "Swounds" or "Zounds!" was "by God's wounds". European languages still preserve some of this. The Czechs have "Sakrament!"

1. Which of these forenames would you feel were appropriate for baptism, alone or with another?    Prometheus, Jasmine, Jade, Chloe, Villa, Balti, Lucifer, Ariel, Cain, Rock, Jupiter, Siegfried, Judas, Churchill, Rabelais, Apollyon, Marxlen.

2. Read Fernandez & Socias ch.10, pp 193-209, and do the questions and exercises on pp.208-209. Suggested answers are in the coursebook supplement.

THE THIRD COMMANDMENT (CCC 2168-95)

3. 
'Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labour, and do all your work; but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; in it you shall not do any work.'  (Ex. 20:8-10)

Necessary reading: 

CCC 2168-95 and Fernandez & Socias ch.11, pp.211-26.

If possible also the 1998 Apostolic Letter Dies Domini.
The significance of Sunday. History of the Lord's Day. The sabbath rest.


"Sunday is the day of the Resurrection, it is the day of Christians, it is our day," wrote St Jerome. "It is Easter which returns week by week, celebrating Christ's victory over sin and death, the fulfilment in Him of the first creation, and the dawn of the 'new creation'. It is domingo (Sp.), domenica (It.), κυριακη (kyriake, Gk.) - the Lord's day. In Russian it is воскресенье (voskresenye), literally "resurrection". And in Polish, niedziela, "no work".


In Hebrew the verb shabbat means "to rest." The Saturday sabbath begins at sunset on Friday. In the main Jerusalem market you can watch the Hasidic rabbis come round to make sure the stallholders have ceased trading and have everything packed away before the sabbath begins. They don't mince their words with any who are slow about closing . . . 


The Jewish sabbath marks the seventh day when God "rested" (Gen.2:2) from his work of creation, to contemplate joyfully its beauty. "God blessed the seventh day and made it holy,"  thus endowing time itself with a kind of "sacred architecture." The sabbath interrupts the often oppressive rhythm of work and expresses the dependence of man and the cosmos upon God. The seventh day consecrated to God is a constant reminder to man that the universe and history belong not to him, but to his Maker. Unless man remembers this, he cannot properly serve in the world as a co-worker with the Creator.


We know from the Gospels that Jewish sabbath regulations were detailed and onerous. Orthodox Judaism today continues the tradition derived from the Pharisees: no use of motor vehicles or electricity switches, no carrying things from house to house, unless the entire area is fenced in by wire as a single dwelling.


We had an illustration of this in the parish. One parishioner hosted Jewish students for B&B over the weekend. To prevent the light switching on when they opened the fridge door, he taped up the door-operated light button inside. Otherwise opening the fridge would have constituted breaking the sabbath, and they wouldn't have got anything to eat!


The Jewish "seventh day" was, in God's providence, a preparation for the Christian Sunday. After the resurrection, the dies Domini became the dies Christi. Besides the Resurrection itself and appearances to Mary Magdalene and the Apostles, the Emmaus meal, the appearance to Thomas one week later, and the giving of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, all fell on Sundays. 


So Christians gathered "on the first day of the week" (1 Cor 16:2) for the breaking of bread. Pliny the Younger (d.113), Governor of Bithynia, writes to Emperor Trajan about the Christians:

"They affirmed that this was the height of their guilt or error: that they were accustomed to gather together on a set day before sunrise, and to sing among themselves a hymn to Christ as God, and to bind themselves by an oath not to any crime, but to avoid theft, robbery or adultery, lest they might fall from their faith and deny their calling. Having done all this, they used to disperse, and then congregated later to take food, albeit of a common and harmless sort."


This day was evidently "the Lord's day", a term which was in use by the end of the 1st century (Revelation 1:10; Didache 14; Ignatius of Antioch, Magnesians 9:1). The festive days of the Roman and Greek calendars did not coincide with the Christian "day of the resurrection". Believers were working, so they had to assemble either "before sunrise" or later on after work. It was difficult to maintain fidelity to this pattern, but they nonetheless risked persecution and sometimes death in order to participate in the Eucharist.


Jewish Christians probably still kept the shabbat at the synagogue, then joined their Gentile fellow believers for Christian worship after the close of the sabbath at sundown, either in the evening or early Sunday morning. When the church became mostly Gentile, Sunday remained as the customary day of worship.



Hebrews 10:23-5 instructed them: "Let us hold fast to the confession of our faith without wavering . . not neglecting the meeting together (episinagoge), as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near." Sinagoge literally means a gathering together. It gives us the word synagogue. The prefix epi- is intensive.



The C3 writings we call the Didaskalia (Teachings) counsel: "Leave everything on the Lord's Day and run diligently to your assembly, because it is your praise of God. Otherwise, what excuse will they make to God, those who do not come together on the Lord's day to hear the word of life and feed on the divine nourishment which lasts for ever?"


Some writers referred to the sabbath as the rest promised to the people of God at the end of time and to Sunday as "the eighth day," or beginning of a new world (Hebrews 4:4-11; Letter of Barnabas 15).  For example St Basil (d.379) writes that Sunday symbolises "the day without end which will know neither evening nor morning, the imperishable age which will never grow old. Sunday is the ceaseless foretelling of life without end which renews the hope of Christians and encourages them on their way."       It is the day of Christ-light, the day of the sun which never sets.


The early Christian practice of Sunday Eucharist gradually became a general norm for believers. The Council of Elvira Canon 21 introduced sanctions against those who missed three consecutive Sunday liturgies.


In 321 the Roman emperor Constantine decreed Sunday to be a legal holiday and forbade all trade and work other than necessary agricultural labour. Later emperors extended the prohibition to include public amusements in the theatre and circus.  Assemblies for the Eucharist were common on Saturday, however, as well as on Sunday in the Eastern churches into the 5th century, and Eastern canons forbade the practice, customary in the Roman Church, of fasting on the shabbat. 



The synod of Laodicea (c. 381) urged Christians not to "Judaize" but to work on the sabbath and rest, if possible, on the Lord's Day. The Old Testament commandment of sabbath rest received a spiritual interpretation from the Church Fathers when they applied it to Sunday; e.g., Augustine of Hippo taught that the sabbath rest from servile work meant abstention from sin (Tract. in Joannis, Book III, chapter 19; Book XX, chapter 2). However the Third Synod of Orleans (538) forbade Sunday work in the fields, and by the C7 abstinence from manual work and certain profane activities was required on Sundays, by both conciliar canons and indeed the civil laws of the Frankish kingdoms. In 789 the Council of Aachen (canon 80) adopted Charlemagne's prohibition of Sunday labour, made compulsory throughout the Empire. Medieval legislation thereafter repeatedly sought to enforce the "holiday" of Sunday, as also of many other holy days, for the benefit of serfs and labourers. 



Medieval Sabbatarian laws applied to Sunday were continued by the Protestant Reformers. The Acts of Uniformity of Edward VI in 1552 and of Elizabeth I in 1559 required all persons to attend the State Church on Sunday, the latter imposing a fine for neglect to do so. Those Papists and dissenters who refused to do so were delated as "recusants" and punished with severe fines or prison. The Anglican Canons of 1604 (number 13) make similar provision. Many Puritans were strongly sabbatarian in sentiment - the children's swings in Stornoway in the outer Hebrides were chained up on the sabbath a few years ago, and may still be. Good Calvinist children were not permitted to waste the sabbath in idle play!


The principal purpose of the Sabbath rest is to allow time for celebration of Mass. Attendances are noticeably lower on Holydays of Obligation which are also working days. However we are called upon to sanctify the whole day, not merely to go to Mass. "Christ's disciples should shape the moments of the day - family life, social relations, moments of relaxation - in such a way that the peace and joy of the risen Lord emerge in these ordinary events."


DD recommends some reflective time together in the family, the catechesis of children or possible Evening Prayer together. "The Church is unwilling to settle for minimalism or mediocrity at the level of faith," despite the difficulties of keeping Sunday holy in modern society.


It is a day when the whole parish celebrates together, so small group Masses are not encouraged. If possible, Catholics should communicate at Sunday Mass, at the banquet where Christ himself is our nourishment, "provided that they are properly disposed and, if aware of grave sin, have received God's pardon in the Sacrament of Reconciliation" (DD 44)


The sick and housebound should, if possible, follow Mass by radio or TV, and it is especially helpful if extraordinary ministers can bring them the Eucharist from the Sunday Liturgy.


Christians should avoid work on Sundays and decline to take Sunday overtime. If genuine economic hardship forces them to hold on to a job requiring Sunday working, there is no sin. However, if there is a choice, they must make representation to their boss and ask to keep Sundays free for religious reasons. Rerum Novarum (1891) emphasized that Sunday rest is a worker's right which the state must guarantee. Both Tory and Labour governments have been taking us backwards in recent years, because the conscience clauses do not give employees adequate protection against subtle pressures. The worthy celebration of the Lord's day will often incur some financial disadvantage or sacrifice. It is not a day for shopping expeditions, even if the supermarkets are open. Necessary groceries should be bought, if possible, on the Saturday or Monday.


Culture and entertainment should be in some harmony with the Gospel (DD 68). It is also a day for "works of mercy, charity and the apostolate," a day of solidarity with the needy. Far from absolving us from works of charity, the Sunday Eucharist commits Christians all the more to works of mercy and apostolic outreach.

The Christian Sunday is the Lord's day, the day of Resurrection. When the British Government allowed Sunday Trading and abandoned the special nature of Sunday, it reversed the legislation of Constantine in 321 AD. Was it thus breaking any residual covenant the nation had with God, saying implicitly: "We will not dedicate this day to God or worship Him. We will worship at Sainsbury's and Tesco's. We will worship what our own hands have made. Our workers will have no day of rest. We want no day of resurrection."  Investigate how busy your local supermarket is at Sunday lunchtime. What percentage of these crowds have worshipped God in the Eucharist, in thanksgiving for all the luxuries they can buy?

What excuses Catholics from participation at Sunday Mass?


Participation requires not only physical presence, but also internal devotion. The liturgy of the Word and of the Eucharist are bound inseparably together as "one single act of worship", and neither may be omitted.


The obligation to attend binds all from the age of reason, and it is fulfilled by any Mass between Saturday midday and Sunday midnight, or even on Friday, Mondays etc. by episcopal permission, when the priest cannot reach all his out-stations at weekend e.g. in the Hebrides.


Excused from Mass attendance are the sick or convalescent who cannot attend, or who risk harm by going to Church e.g elderly and frail parishioners in very bad weather; Those who are too far from church (more than an hour's travel for the healthy) or cannot afford transportation are excused; urgent works of charity or emergencies excuse (e.g. a close relative taken seriously ill); as do professional duties (doctors, nurses, firemen on call). Parishioners going on holiday should try to locate churches and Mass times before departure; on tours they should insist on provision being made for church attendance, unless it causes grave disruption to schedules. Those on long-distance coaches, trains and planes, travelling throughout Saturday evening and Sunday, are exempt.


Not excused are those who intended to go to Sunday evening Mass, "but then the family turned up." The non-attending family need to learn how important the Mass is to their grandmother or grandfather: they should be invited along to Mass.The elderly should not be ashamed to request a bit of charity from non-practising members of their family, by asking for a lift to Mass. We must not let the world de-evangelise us: it is up to Mass-goers to persuade others to fit in with their spiritual priorities, not vice-versa. It is the most important hour of the entire week.


A Sunday Mass missed unavoidably can profitably be made up on a weekday. Although this does not strictly satisfy the obligation, it provides sacramental support and maintains connection with the parish community.


What if, because of illness or absence of priests, there is no Mass in one's home parish? A Liturgy of the Word with distribution of Holy Communion may take place. This may fulfil the obligation, if the bishop has given a dispensation. However, of itself it does not obligate attendance. In any case, in England and Wales, most of those with cars are well able to make their way to the next parish for Mass. If someone can travel 10 or 20 miles for shopping, football or the cinema, then they can do the same for Mass. Those who rely on public transport, especially in rural areas, may have much more difficulty. Parishioners need to practice solidarność in car-sharing and offering lifts.  As regards distance the conditions given above apply.

How are we to insist upon the importance of attending Sunday Mass?


"Keep holy the sabbath day" (Exod. 20:8); "Do this in memory of me" (Lk 22:19); Unless you eat my body and drink my blood, you will not have life within you." (Jn 6:  ) 


Lapsation may be a result of poor catechesis, of a dull and unappealing liturgy, of negligently slipping into careless habits, of adopting a lifestyle incompatible with Christianity. Many Catholics grew up in homes where the obligation was not taken seriously. To them, Church is an optional extra, reserved to Christmas and maybe Easter. Some instruction and indeed challenge is therefore necessary. We have to state very clearly, that it is not possible to be a proper Christian in God's eyes without participating in a worshipping community. Absence allows us to grow spiritually weak and cold. 


We need to overcome any attitude of individualism. Perhaps I do not feel any great need to attend Mass, or any particular benefit from it. But my attendance helps to encourage others. My absence deprives them of my prayer and encouragement. Perhaps "I'm all right, Jack." But there are many others there on Sunday who are not all right: they are grieving a lost relative, faced with unemployment, clinical depression, substance abuse in the family, struggling to grow in faith, and desperately needing the help of others in prayer. To think only of my own spiritual needs is very selfish. We must do what is right, not what is easy or convenient.  By our absence we slowly reduce our involvement with the parish community. We are no longer challenged to support church charities and outreach. We weaken the entire Church.


Yes, Jesus was compassionate with sinners, but his was always a challenging compassion, never content to leave the person in their sin.


Assuming that a person is well-instructed, continual absence from Mass suggests that they have not sufficient love of God in their hearts for their own salvation. If they had, they would want to attend Mass, to thank and praise him. What does missing Mass at Christmas and Easter say? It implies: I do not want to share in the benefits brought by the Incarnation and Resurrection. I will have no part in them.

 
When the rich young man approached Jesus and asked "Master, what must I do to have eternal life?" Jesus first reply was: " . . . If you would enter life, keep the commandments." Can a person expect to share in the Resurrection, when he refuses to celebrate it each week in obedience to the divine command? What reward can anyone expect from God for disobedience to his solemn commandment?


If someone gave you £168, and then asked for £1 back to invest on your behalf, would you refuse him? God gives us 168 hours every week. Can we not give back the one hour he asks of us?


Jesus invites us and promises to meet us at a particular place and time every week. If we refuse to turn up to that encounter, can we then demand that He be present to us at other times?


Regular Sunday Mass is vital for the Christian life. It is the major channel of grace. It is not an optional extra. If our souls and spirits go unnourished, we slowly become alienated from Christ and his Truth. In opinion polls, non-practising Catholics show a much wider divergence from Church teaching than do the Mass-goers. Deprived of grace, they slowly adapt themselves to the norms of pagan society around.


We cannot be saved as lone individuals. Christ saves us as members of his Mystical Body, the church community, the εκκλησια (ekklesia), the people "called out" of darkness into his own wonderful light. "A man cannot have God for his father if he will not have the Church for his Mother", writes Augustine. The Eucharist creates the Church, it is "source and summit" of the Church's life. Powerful graces flow from the Mass, and Sunday Mass is "at the heart of the Church's life." In order to be secure on the "ark of salvation", we have to be participating regularly in the Mass.


For Christian families, the Sunday assembly is one of the most outstanding expressions of their identity and "ministry" as "domestic churches", when parents share with their children at the one Table of the Word and the Bread of Life." Thus they fulfil the solemn promises they made at their children's Baptism.


"Blessed be He who has raised the great day of Sunday above all other days. The heavens, the earth, angels and men give themselves over to joy."(Maronite Liturgy)

Questions to think about:
12. Answer a non-churchgoer who says: "I can pray better when I'm out walking the dog in the fields. You don't have to go to Church to be a Christian anyway."

13. An Italian man tells you: "Sono cattolico, ma non sono fanatico." I am Catholic, but not a fanatic. In other words, he goes to Church at Christmas and Easter. What is your response?

14. Find out about the system of offerings for Mass intentions. How would you explain this to a catechumen on an RCIA course? (N.B. 1 Cor. 9:13-14)

15. Notice in church porch: "PRICE LIST:   Baptisms £20, Masses £10, Rosaries blessed by the Pope £15, Papal blessings for weddings £50."  Is anything irregular with this notice?

16. Your local Catholic secondary school wants your parish to advertise a car-boot sale it is organising from 9 am -1 pm on a Sunday. You are typing the parish bulletin in the absence of the PP.  Would you acceptthe advertisement, or if not, what would you say to the headmaster? Is it legitimate to have Church fetes / Christmas fairs etc. on Sunday afternoons?

17.  Are any "servile works" permissible on Sundays? See Peschke II.173-5

Supplementary Reading:  K.H.Peschke, Christian Ethics Vol II, pp 101-193

