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Fr Francis Marsden

During this Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, it is worth considering our model of unity for all Christians.

A few years ago two Evangelical writers published a critique of the ecumenical movement called: Protestants and Catholics, Do they now agree? (John Ankerberg and John Weldon, Harvest House, 1995)

They fear that ecumenical agreement with Catholics risks endangering the Reformation doctrines of sola Scriptura and sola fide – only Scriptural doctrines are Christian, and we are saved by faith alone (without works). In particular they object to the Catholic idea that Tradition and Scripture together are the source of Revelation, not Scripture alone.  In one place they write:

“Examples of how such tradition actually works to deny what the Protestant Bible teaches are seen in the following list of Catholic dogmas and practices that have no biblical justification . . . . 


AD  310  Prayers for the dead began.

375   The worship of saints.

394   The Mass was adopted.

431   The worship of Mary began to develop . . 

606    Claims to papal supremacy took root…..

………Gregory [the Great 540-604] may be considered the first pope . . . if the official Roman Catholic Church begins to emerge anywhere, it is here.” (pp 255/258)


Well-instructed Catholics can play their part in removing the barriers to Christian unity caused by such misunderstandings.

Tradition means “that which is handed on.”  It refers to the broader stream of Church life, within which Scripture occupies a central position. 

The early Church centred upon the preaching of the Apostles and the breaking of bread, not upon written Scripture. Even by 200 AD, many Churches did not have the entire canon of New Testament documents. The New Testament grew up as a Lectionary containing the accounts of Jesus’ life and various apostolic letters, approved for public reading at the Eucharist. It was never a systematic treatise on church administration or canon law. 


Ankerberg and Weldon show scant awareness of the practices of the early Christians, other than the Scriptures, onto which they impose 20th century North American Protestant assumptions.

For example, early Christian graves in the Roman cemeteries, dating from the second century, bear inscriptions like “Peter, pray for those buried close to you.” Prayer for the dead was attested to in the Book of Maccabees, which was accepted as part of the Old Testament until Martin Luther’s day.

If Ankerberg and Weldon checked their facts before rushing into print, they would have realised that Catholics do not worship either saints or the ever-Virgin Mary. 

Catholics worship God alone (latria). They honour or venerate the saints (doulia), and to a higher degree (hyperdoulia) Mary, because of her unique role in God’s plan of salvation. As St Luke tells us, all generations of Christians will call Mary blessed.

The first Mass was not in 394 AD but at the Last Supper in 29 AD, the night before Jesus died. The words of the Mass refer directly to this event.

The word Pope comes from Papa, meaning Father. The Catholic claims for the Papacy do not begin with Gregory the Great, but with Jesus’ words to St Peter: “Thou art Kepha, and upon this rock (kepha) I will build my Church.”

“Among all the Churches and Ecclesial Communities, the Catholic Church is conscious that she has preserved the ministry of the Successor of the Apostle Peter, the Bishop of Rome, whom God established as her “perpetual and visible principle and foundation of unity,” (Lumen Gentium 23) and whom the Spirit sustains in order that He may enable all the others to share in this essential good.  (Ut Unum Sint 88)
“The Catholic Church’s conviction that in the ministry of the Bishop of Rome she has preserved, in fidelity to the Apostolic Tradition and the faith of the Fathers, the visible sign and guarantor of unity, constitutes a difficulty for most other Christians, whose memory is marked by certain painful recollections. . .” UUS 88) 

The Papacy is often viewed as a stumbling block to the unity of all Christians. Nothing could be further from the truth. In fact, the papacy is an essential part of God’s plan for Christian unity.

The Catholic Church claims that Peter and Paul were martyred in Rome, yet Scripture says nothing about this. Surely it is just an invented tradition.

The Acts of the Apostles end with Paul’s arrival in Rome in AD 63. The New Testament does not tell us where any Apostle except James was martyred. For this information we must consult other historical documents and archaeological evidence.

The absence of a particular historical detail from Scripture does not prove that it is untrue or invented myth. There is overwhelming evidence in the early Fathers, in graffiti inscriptions, and in the excavations of the tombs in Rome, that they are genuinely those of the two Apostles.

The Roman church preserved the mark of the martyrdom of Peter and of Paul: “By a mysterious design of Providence it is at Rome that Peter concludes his journey in following Jesus, and it is at Rome that he gives his greatest proof of love and fidelity.  Likewise, Paul, the Apostle of the Gentiles, gives his supreme witness at Rome. In this way the Church of Rome became the Church of Peter and Paul.” (UUS 94)

No other city of the Roman Empire ever claimed to be the place of their martyrdom or burial. All Christendom, east and west, accepted that the blessed Apostles Peter and Paul had been martyred in Rome. The Waldensian sect first challenged this idea in the 14th century. Their criticism was later taken up by Luther, Calvin and the reformers for ideological reasons  - their rejection of the Roman primacy. 

How can you prove that Peter’s prerogatives as head of the Apostles were passed on to his successors?

Newman suggested that “a proof is the convergence of probabilities.” Our argument draws on reason, Scripture, and Church history.

Every organisation must have a head. Every school has its Chair of Governors, every city its Mayor, every nation its President or King, every democracy its prime minister, every communist party its General Secretary and Leader of the Supreme Soviet, every revolution its Fuhrer, its Duce, its Bonaparte. 

The question is therefore not whether the Church of Christ should have a leader on earth, but who is that leader to be? If the apostolic college of bishops is the governing body, who is its chairman?  Who are the likely candidates? Queen Elizabeth II?  Billy Graham? Jimmy Swaggart? Alexei II of Moscow? 

With more than one leader, the Church – like any nation – would split asunder into factions and civil war. After Peter’s death, who would be the leader?

Until his death c.100 AD, the Apostle John might have had more repute than Linus, Cletus or Clement, the contemporary bishops of Rome. After the death of the last apostle the need for a continuing succession became obvious. 

The Jews had a hereditary priesthood, a council of elders (the Sanhedrin) and a High Priest presiding over the Temple establishment. In the new Israel, the Church, there is a new priesthood, bestowed not by heredity but by the laying on of hands and the gift of the Holy Spirit. There is a new Council of Elders – the bishops. It is reasonable that there should also be a new High Priesthood, in the person of the Pope. The structures of Judaism thus foreshadowed the structure of the Catholic Church.

At the end of the first century, we see a wider consciousness of the primacy of the Roman Church. St Clement of Rome wrote to the community of Corinth, split by dissension. He exhorted the dissidents to submit to the rightful bishop and to do penance. St Ignatius of Antioch, martyred in 107 AD, in his letters, addressed the Roman Church with higher titles than other churches. He refers to it as the Church “presiding in love.”

Irenaeus (c.180 AD) described “the Church founded by the two famous apostles Peter and Paul at Rome” as “the greatest, most ancient and most generally known.” “If one wishes to know the true Faith, then it suffices to ascertain the teaching of this one Church, as it is handed down through the succession of her bishops . . for to this Church, on account of her more powerful principality, every church must agree, that is, the faithful everywhere: in other words, in this community the apostolic tradition is always preserved by those who are from everywhere.”

For the first millennium Christians were united in “a brotherly fraternal communion of faith and sacramental life . .  If disagreements in belief and discipline arose among them, the Roman See acted by common consent as moderator.” (UUS 94)

As Catholics we should not be reticent about the role of the Papacy. Union with the Roman church is the key to the unity of all Christians. That is what we are praying for this week.

