TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR 26TH AUGUST 2001

Fr Francis Marsden 

It was the fluorescent orange jacket declaring “Jesus saves” which attracted my attention that Friday afternoon several years ago, on my way through a Liverpool shopping precinct. Sitting on a bench were three evangelists. Their short elderly companion, Bible in hand, was angrily shouting the Good News at passers-by. The great unwashed were walking past him taking no notice. It was enough to give Bible-thumping a bad name.

The unsuccessful preacher spotted this smooth and slender cleric, Yours truly, heading for W. H. Smith’s. I was, er, trying not to be noticed. “Even the priest walks past,” he cried out. Is that embarrassing or what?

That day, unusually, I was not in the mood for religious controversy. I lurked in the stationer’s a few minutes longer than I had intended, wondering if I could slip out unnoticed. The “still small voice of calm” prompted me, “Come on, have the courage of your convictions.” I decided that if the preacher said anything a second time, I would face him down. Sorry, I mean, engage in ecumenical dialogue.

I walked out and passed them once again. Predictably, the little old man shouted out, “Even the priest walks past.” This time I stopped and turned, “Which Church are you from?” One of his mates came up and shoved a folded piece of paper into my hand. I unfolded it. .  . It was headed, “Fifty Roman Catholic heresies and inventions and the dates of their adoption over 1650 years.”

As you might expect, that was like a red rag to a bull.

The catalogue of vile “heresies and inventions” listed wax candles, prayers for the dead, daily Mass, kissing the Pope’s foot, holy water, the sale of indulgences, the Ave Maria, Friday fasting, the Jesuits, the scapular, the condemnation of public schools by Pius XI, the Latin language, and the baptism of bells.

All the ‘iniquities’ of Catholicism at a single glance. Whether classical scholars agree that the Church invented the Latin language is a moot point. Personally, I have never had much chance to kiss the Pope’s foot, and I usually baptize babies, not bells. Someone had better warn the Benedictines about Pius XI, before anyone beatifies him and his condemnation of public schools. Bee-keeping is a non-sectarian activity, and candles nowadays are ecumenically popular.

Nevertheless these Christian dinosaurs were well primed on the false doctrines of the Una, Sancta, Catholica et Apostolica Ecclesia. They loved the Lord as they understood Him, and wanted to drag others through their own strait gate of salvation. However, they were making it appear narrower than it actually is.

The young man who did most of the arguing kindly informed me that I was not saved. If I were truly saved, you see, I would leave the Catholic Church. He also knew much more than I did about the state of my soul. 

He could tell me that I did not have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. I objected that I certainly did have. “I know Jesus Christ is my Lord and Saviour.” I thought putting it in his phraseology might convince him. No, he firmly put me in my place: “You only think you have, but you don’t.” I must ask the Lord about that one.

He told me that the Catholic Church is wrong because it teaches that you can’t know for sure that you are saved. Whereas, in his little sect, he enjoyed infallible knowledge that he personally was saved and destined for glory. Alleluia, brother!


I did wonder how he could object to the canonization of saints, when he had already canonized himself so easily.

The Catholic Church teaches people, he alleged, that they can save themselves by their own good works. He definitely needed a course of instruction! Therefore, he claimed, Catholicism contradicts the Bible, which says that anyone who believes in the name of the Lord will be saved. This, of course, is the key Reformation doctrine of justification by faith alone, invented by Martin Luther.

My interlocutor built his whole theology on a single Bible text. He failed to notice the Bible also stipulates that baptism, keeping the commandments, repentance of sin, receiving the Body and Blood of Christ, and an active love of neighbour, are required for salvation.


Lip service alone is not sufficient. The demons believe in God, but they are in hell and tremble at His Name. Even believers may be lost, for as the Lord himself said: 


You may find yourself knocking on the door, saying, “Lord, open to us, “ but He will answer, “I do not know where you come from.” Then you will find yourself saying, “We once ate and drank in your company, you taught in our streets,” but He will reply, “I do not know you come from. Away from me, all you wicked men.”

This complex issue of justification - “How are we saved?” - divided Lutherans and Catholics at the Reformation. Reacting against abuses, Luther accused the Church of substituting a religion of human effort and achievement (Masses, pilgrimages, penances, indulgences, fasting) in place of God’s free gift of saving grace.

Luther failed to realize that the practices which he rejected, when humbly undertaken, are all channels of God’s love and presence. 

The idea that we can win heaven completely by our own efforts without Christ, is indeed the ancient British heresy of Pelagianism, do-it-yourself salvation. If we had been able to save ourselves, what need had we of any crucified Saviour? 

Salvation is God’s free gift. God justifies us. Then, by cooperating with the Holy Spirit, we grow in holiness. This requires effort and sacrifice on our part.

Why does the Catholic Church teach, through the Council of Trent, that we cannot be 100% sure of our own salvation? Not because we doubt God’s love or the effectiveness of Christ’s death and resurrection. In fact, we confidently hope and trust that we shall be saved.

However, we soberly realize that we are not home and dry yet. It would be presumptuous to claim: “I believe, therefore I am definitely saved.” It is rash, not because we lack confidence in God, but because we realize we could still lapse into mortal sin. 

We depend totally upon God. When we act virtuously and avoid sin, it is through God’s power working in us. If He took His grace away, we would lose all desire to do good and be overcome by temptations. We would rapidly degenerate.

Even to accept grace, we need grace. Our good works are a victory of grace. Our virtue and our determination to do good, are all gifts of God.

Presumption leads to the attitude: “Since I am saved once and for all, I can do whatever I like. It doesn’t matter. I am going to heaven whatever I do.” With this erroneous idea of “Once saved, always saved” it is easy to shirk practical charity and to neglect the commandments. 

In contrast, St Paul warns us, “Work out your salvation in fear and trembling.” God has granted us salvation, but we must take care not to forfeit so glorious a gift.

Cardinal Newman knew from his own personal experience that the evangelical concentration on being saved by “faith alone” could make people very inward looking. “Do I believe? Do I believe sufficiently to be saved? How do I know I believe? Do I really believe Christ died for me?” It becomes very subjective. People lose themselves up a psychological cul-de-sac, worrying whether their feelings of belief and “being saved” are adequate.

Faith must be based on more than subjective sentiment. It needs objective confirmation, objective rites. Faith looks outward to Christ, primarily present through the Sacraments of the Church.

“In what sense does faith alone justify?” he writes. It is the pleading principle, like Moses lifting his arms in prayer on the hill, while the battle between the Israelites and Amalekites was in progress.

We are justified by Christ alone. He alone has purchased our justification. 

We are justified by faith alone. Faith alone asks for it. 

We are justified by baptism alone. Baptism alone conveys it. 

We are justified by a new heart alone, the indwelling of the Divine Presence,

Justification then comes from Christ’s atoning work on the Cross, comes through the Sacraments, is received by faith, consists in God’s inward presence and lives in obedience to the Gospel, manifested in good works.

“Are you saved, brother?” Yes, indeed, my friend. Christ has saved me on the Cross, He is saving me each day, and if I remain faithful, He will save me into glory.

 Our discussion ranged through Northern Ireland, the Vatican and the Bible. Quite a little crowd gathered. “The Cloth meets the Bible Bashers” obviously held some residual interest. After half an hour of lively debate, I had to leave these awkward brother Christians, to whom I was a blinded puppet of the most evil institution on earth, to go to instruct a convert. God has a dry sense of humour.

