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TO MR KEVIN FLAHERTY, EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR EASTER VI(A),  9.5.99

BY FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


Which Jesus do you believe in?


"Surely there is only one Jesus?" you reply.


You are right, of course. There is indeed only one Jesus. But there are many fake Jesuses in circulation. Without realising it, lots of people believe in a fake Jesus of their own invention: perhaps a Jesus who consoles but never challenges, or alternatively, a Jesus who judges but is short on love and mercy.


Several Christian denominations and sects propose a Jesus who can't make up his mind about important moral issues - a Jesus who suffers from radical indecision about divorce and remarriage, about fornication and abortion, about hell, the devil and salvation. Some theologians give the impression of a Jesus who watches BBC2 and Channel 4 in order to decide from audience polls what his moral guidelines should be for the next few months? 


However the real Jesus is not this projection of politically correct ethical sentiment, masquerading under the label of Christianity. Nor is He the ethereal and intangible reality of liberal Protestantism, to whom anyone can conveniently ascribe his or her own favourite preoccupations, making him a vehicle for feminism, gay liberation or Marxist economics. Jesus is not here with us merely as invisible and indefinable spirit.


The real Jesus is the Divine Person who is truly and substantially present upon this earth in the Blessed Sacrament. He is described in the Scriptures. His teaching comes to us through the Magisterium of the Holy Catholic Church, which He founded with his Apostle Peter as its visible head.


The presence of the real Jesus among us is definite and concrete in the Eucharist. His teaching is prophetic and challenging. It comes with a disturbing Authority (sic), just as it did 2000 years ago. It comes to the world in a unique way through the words of Jesus' own Vicar upon earth, Pope John Paul II. The Good Shepherd is compassionate to sinners, but his compassion is always a challenging compassion. He loves us sinners, but he loves us too much to leave us in our sins.


That is why the real Jesus can say to us in the Gospel today: "If you love me you will keep my commandments." Love of Jesus is tied inextricably to obedience to His words and the teaching of His Church. Whoever rejects His words and the teaching of His Church does not love Him. Such a person will not be granted the Advocate, the Holy Spirit. He will not be indwelt by the Spirit of Truth, and so he will not be able to understand God's ways.


Such a person will be one of those who "belong to the world," the world which cannot receive the Holy Spirit "since it neither sees nor knows Him."  "Those who do not love me do not keep my words." (John 14:24). Whoever hoards riches when others go hungry, or practices contraception, or employs blasphemous language or immoral advertisements does not love Jesus.


"Anyone who receives my commandments and keeps them will be one who loves me." That is the key test. Obedience. Not everyone is a friend of God.  Rather "You are my friends if you do what I command you." (Jn 15:14) 


Let us take a perfectly simple example: keeping Sunday holy and sharing in the Eucharist. "Do this in memory of me" was Jesus' command to his disciples. If we love Jesus, we will go to Mass on Sundays, because that is what He commands us to do through His Church. It is a simple matter of love manifest in obedience, or lack of love manifest in disobedience.


To those who say: I don't go to Mass but I say my prayers, I would answer: "If you were praying your prayers properly, and truly listening to God in your heart and in the Scriptures, you would hear Him tell you: 'Keep holy the Sabbath Day. . . Unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood you will not have life within you. .' Not only are you offending God by missing Mass, but you are not praying properly either. What sort of reward do you expect for your disobedience? Listen to Jesus in your heart of hearts and you will hear Him tell you: "Go back to Church to Confession and start going regularly to Sunday Mass."


Any "Jesus" who tells you otherwise is a fantasy of your own devising, because the Lord contradicts neither Himself nor His Holy Church.


The real, historical Son of God founded this visible, tangible community, within which salvation is granted. He intended this Church - by the power of the Sacraments and Scriptures - to be, as it were, a prolongation of his own Incarnation.


The idea that the Church of Christ is merely an invisible spiritual reality without any visible organisation is clean contrary to the New Testament. Scripture teaches us that Jesus' Church, from its inception was a visible community in union with the Apostles. That same Church has been visibly incarnate continuously down through the centuries. It still exists today and subsists uniquely in the Catholic Church, as Vatican II teaches.  The idea of an "invisible Church" is a post-Reformation invention, undreamt of in the first 15 centuries of Christianity.


The Reformation established the principle of private interpretation of the Bible. In the final analysis this enabled every person to invent his/her own subjective fake Jesus. Henceforth a personally invented fantasy-Jesus could replace the historically objective, unchangeable Jesus hitherto universally preached by the Catholic Church.


How is it possible to believe in a Jesus who - contrary to His own promises  (Mt 16:18) - abandoned the Church He had founded and went off inventing other Christian groupings? Jesus founded only one Church: it is men who have divided themselves from that one holy, universal (catholic) and apostolic Church. "He who will not have the Church for his mother cannot have God for his Father," wrote St Augustine.


The coming Feast of the Ascension next Thursday reminds us that the Christian life is a constant struggle to ascend by "the narrow gate and a hard road which leads to life, and only a few find it." (Mt 7:14)  But the power of the Resurrection will infuse our meagre efforts and carry us safely home.


I am slowly coming to the realisation that the bland Jesus of much TV and radio broadcasting is a fake. It presents a vague media-Jesus who lets us wander unreproved along "the wide and spacious road which leads to perdition, and many take it." (Mt 7:13) 


The real Jesus is the One preached by His Catholic Church and present in the Blessed Sacrament and the Scriptures. Just as once in Palestine, He has many unpalatable things to say to our civilisation.

