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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times

“Whereof it followeth Rome to be the seat of Antichrist, and the pope to be very Antichrist himself. I could prove the same by many other scriptures, old writers, and strong reasons.” [Thomas Cranmer (1489-1556), first Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury, referring to prophecies in Revelation and Daniel]


How times have changed! One certainly cannot imagine Rowan Williams referring to Benedict XVI in such terms. Such language was however common currency among the leaders of the Protestant reformation of the 16th century. 


John Calvin (1509-1564), Geneva reformer and originator of Presbyterianism, wrote: “Some persons think us too severe and censorious when we call the Roman pontiff Antichrist. ... I shall briefly show that [Paul’s words in 2 Thess 2] are not capable of any other interpretation than that which applies them to the Papacy.” (Institutes of the Christian Religion).

His Scots disciple John Knox tried to counteract “that tyranny which the pope himself has for so many ages exercised over the church.” He finally concluded that the Papacy was “the very antichrist, and son of perdition, of whom Paul speaks.” (The Zurich Letters) 


Even John Wesley, the heroic Methodist founder, so admirable a preacher of Christ, reflected the 18th century Protestant consensus when it came to the Papacy: 


“He is in an emphatical sense, the Man of Sin, as he increases all manner of sin above measure. And he is, too, properly styled the Son of Perdition, as he has caused the death of numberless multitudes, both of his opposers and followers... He it is...that exalteth himself above all that is called God, or that is worshipped...claiming the highest power, and highest honour...claiming the prerogatives which belong to God alone.”  [Antichrist and His Ten Kingdoms] 

As to Martin Luther (1483-1546), as a textbook still studied in some American Protestant seminaries states: “Luther ... proved, by the revelations of Daniel and St. John, by the epistles of St. Paul, St. Peter, and St. Jude, that the reign of Antichrist, predicted and described in the Bible, was the Papacy ... And all the people did say, Amen! A holy terror seized their souls. It was Antichrist whom they beheld seated on the pontifical throne.” [J. H. Merle d’Aubigné, renowned Huguenot scholar, in his History of the Reformation of the Sixteen Century, Geneva 1853]

As late as 1932, the Lutheran Church adopted this Brief Statement of the Doctrinal Position of the Missouri Synod. Statement 43, Of the Antichrist reads

“As to the Antichrist we teach that the prophecies of the Holy Scriptures concerning the Antichrist, have been fulfilled in the Pope of Rome and his dominion. All the features of the Antichrist as drawn in these prophecies, including the most abominable and horrible ones, for example, that the Antichrist "as God sitteth in the temple of God," that he anathematizes the very heart of the Gospel of Christ, that is, the doctrine of the forgiveness of sins by grace alone, for Christ's sake alone, through faith alone, without any merit or worthiness in man; that he recognizes only those as members of the Christian Church who bow to his authority; and that, like a deluge, he had inundated the whole Church with his antichristian doctrines till God revealed him through the Reformation – these very features are the outstanding characteristics of the Papacy. Hence we subscribe to the statement of our Confessions that the Pope is "the very Antichrist." (Schmalkaldic Articles)

Some conservative Lutheran congregations, who hold to the 1580 Book of Concord, the original definitive statement of Lutheran doctrine, making up less than 20% of world Lutheranism - still subscribe to this. Their number includes those who refused to sign the 1999 Catholic - Lutheran Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, which solved the Reformation dispute about salvation by faith or grace and the part played by works.


Fundamentalist Baptist Websites like www.popebenedictantichrist.com and www.remnantofgod.org still abound. Were you aware that the Vatican controls the United States Government and is planning a global Fourth Reich?   

www.ianpaisley.org/antichrist.asp will demonstrate to you in 25 articles that: “Of all the religions on the earth Romanism is the only one which meets all the requirements of Biblical prophecy, as we shall see. Popery alone exhibits all the features of the Antichrist.” 


For well-instructed Catholics such websites are simply a source of either amusement or frustration. However, they can seriously mislead those who have no contact with the Church, by portraying a grossly false image of her, concentrating only upon the sins of her members, and not upon her divine role in God’s plan.

So while some way-out Pentecostal sects and Southern States evangelicals still regard the pope as Antichrist, in general, the change in ecumenical climate is a cause for great gratitude to God. However, this new openness to Catholicism requires from the Protestant denominations a renunciation of the opinions of the 16th century “Reformers” listed above, which can be difficult for some.

For example, the Church of England no longer requires a literal assent to the 39 Articles. However, this critical approach to one’s founding charter often goes hand in hand with an over-critical approach to Sacred Scripture, and the liberal tendency to jettison traditional Christian morality, indiscriminately taking on board such politically correct causes as women’s lib and gay lib. 


The result is an new openness to Catholicism on the one hand, but a drifting away from historic Christianity on the other, especially as concerns moral issues.

Anyway, much of the worst invective against the Holy Father comes now not from the wild west fringes of Christianity, but from secular liberal atheists on the websites and blogsites of the Guardian, the Times and the Independent. Their enthusiasm for abortion, extreme feminism, pan-condomism, and sexual liberation incites them to hurl the most hackneyed abuse at the Catholic Church and the Vatican. 


It is baffling how people who consider themselves enlightened “freethinkers” fall hook, line and sinker for the 17th century Protestant “leyenda negra”  (black legend) and the worst 20th century communist propaganda against the Church.


Against this background, the Week of Prayer for Christians Unity is timely indeed. Christ’s prayer to His Father was “May they be so completely one that the world will know it was You who sent Me.”  The scandalous divisions between Christians impede our witness to the modern world.

God has not caused these divisions, but human sinfulness, pride, and Satan himself. Our word “devil” comes from the Greek “diabolos” which means precisely one who divides, separates, throws (ballein – as in ballistics) apart or across (dia – as in diameter).

The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity reached its centenary in 2008. It was begun in 1908 as the Octave of Christian Unity, by Father Paul Wattson, co-founder of the Graymoor Franciscan Friars, a High Church group belonging to the Oxford Movement within the American Episcopalian Church. 

He proposed the week beginning on 18th January, the Anglican Feast of the Confession of Peter, through to the Feast of the Conversion of Saint Paul on 25 January. Popes Pius X and Benedict XV warmly welcomed and blessed his initiative. 

Fr Wattson and his disciples soon came into full communion with the Catholic Church as the Friars of the Atonement.

When speaking of ecumenical progress, we are wise to remember that Rome’s first priority is re-union with the Orthodox and Oriental Churches, who have preserved all seven sacraments and valid orders.

On 30th November last, the Pope wrote to Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew I for the feast of St. Andrew. He gave thanks to God for the stronger ties between Rome and Constantinople. The Orthodox Patriarch visited Rome three times during 2008: to address his alma mater, the Pontifical Oriental Institute; for the opening of the Pauline Year on 29th June; to address the Synod on “The Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church.”  


Fruitful theological discussions are advancing on both sides. There have been many contacts between leading members of the Roman Curia and Catholic bishops with Orthodox Church leaders. Numerous Orthodox bishops have visited Rome too, unthinkable a few decades ago.


Relations are more problematic with the Lutherans, Methodists, Anglicans and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. Cardinal Walter Kasper, President of the Pontifical Council for Christian Unity explained that there are in particular “problems of hermeneutics, that is, of interpreting the Word of God expressed in sacred Scripture and in the living Tradition of the Church; and also urgent problems in this situation regarding anthropology and ecclesiology.”


When Cardinal Kaspar addressed the Anglican Lambeth Conference last July, he noted sadly: 

While our dialogue has led to significant agreement on the understanding of ministry, the ordination of women to the episcopate effectively and definitively blocks a possible recognition of Anglican Orders by the Catholic Church……
It now seems that full visible communion as the aim of our dialogue has receded further, and that our dialogue will have less ultimate goals and therefore will be altered in its character. While such a dialogue could still lead to good results, it would not be sustained by the dynamism which arises from the realistic possibility of the unity Christ asks of us, or the shared partaking of the one Lord’s table, for which we so earnestly long.”

We have no route map, but perhaps the Holy Spirit does. Only through prayer can unity be accomplished.
