Ctime 538

Credo for 18th August 2002

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times

Fr Francis Marsden

Question:

Dear Father,
I do apostolate work and I find it very difficult to convince people that outside catholic faith there is no salvation. This assertion is found in the Doctrinal Documents of the Catholic Church. I have the following questions. Can non-Catholics go to heaven? Can non-Christians go to heaven? Can Moslems, Pagans, animists, atheists, Hindus etc go to heaven?


Answer: 

Firstly we must stress that God’s will is for the salvation of all men. In today’s first reading He tells us through the prophet Isaiah:

“And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, to minister to him, to love the name of the Lord, and to be his servants, every one who keeps the sabbath, and does not profane it, and holds fast my covenant— these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.” (Isaiah 56:6-7)

God offers the grace necessary for salvation to every person. Otherwise they would be predestined to damnation. This would contradict the nature of a good and just God.


Jesus Christ is the only Saviour of the human race, the uniquely incarnate God-Man. His atoning death frees us from sin and reconciles us to the Father. 

Neither Moses, nor Mohammed, nor Buddha, nor Confucius, nor other “gods” or idols, nor any other great religious figure, can save us as Christ the Redeemer did. Other religious teachers cannot even redeem themselves, never mind anyone else.

The Catholic Church is the normal vehicle of salvation for all mankind – the primordial Sacrament of Salvation. God wants all to be saved, yet He respects human free will. So the New Testament warns in very many places that not all will be saved. Only within the Catholic Church are the full means of salvation available.

“Extra ecclesiam nulla salus” (Outside the Church no salvation) is indeed a defined doctrine, but what exactly does it mean to be totally “extra Ecclesiam,” outside the Church? To have culpably, seriously and unrepentantly sinned against grace, love and faith? 

Those who follow in good conscience what lights they have been granted, be they Muslims, Hindus or animists, may yet be saved by Christ. Perhaps after death they will recognise Him.

However, a non-Christian who is given the grace to recognise the divinity of Christ, and who realises that he is called to full membership of the Catholic Church, endangers his salvation if he does not follow these divine inspirations.

The episode in today’s Gospel (Matt 15:21-28) where Jesus debates with the Canaanite woman is relevant to this discussion. It is the only occasion when Jesus ministered outside of Jewish territory. Tyre and Sidon were fifty miles north of Israel and still exist today in modern Lebanon.

This Gentile woman puts Jesus on the spot by pleading for his help: “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is cruelly tormented by a demon.”  She recognises Jesus' Davidic ancestry and hopes He will act in accord with the reputation of the great King David.

Here is a troubling question. Innocent children cannot sin grievously or be knowingly involved in the occult. So how can they be possessed or troubled by demons? 

It is a sad fact of life that children suffer innocently for the sins of their parents and the world. Think of the effects of drink, drugs, immoral sexual practices, abortion, pornographic TV programmes or environmental pollution. This suffering can include even harassment from the evil one. Sins - not necessarily those of the parents - committed by any of us can result in the severest form of child abuse: exposing a child to demonic influence.

Why doesn’t the Lord protect children from the effect of our sins? The Lord allows us to accept the wages of our sins (Rm 6:23). Our unrepented sins open the door for Satan to enter not only our lives, but also the lives of innocent children. All the more reason to repent!

 At first Jesus seems to ignore the woman: “But He did not answer her a word.” In Jewish law, Canaanites and women were marginalized. A virtuous Jew avoided foreign women as perverse. They could ensnare him by contamination through idols, false gods, and cultic impurity.

The woman starts to create a scene. She shrieks after Jesus and his disciples. The disciples urge Jesus to get rid of her by healing her daughter. Jesus refuses with these words: “I have been sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel" 


In His earthly mission, Jesus had a specific task. The Gospel must first be preached to the chosen people, God’s elect. The Jews have first bite of the divine cherry, so to speak. This is their prerogative. They suffered much for Yahweh in centuries past. 

The time for the Gentiles to hear the Gospel will come later, after the Resurrection. God has an economy, a plan, an order of doing things.

Nevertheless, the Syrophoenician woman, undaunted, comes up and does homage to Jesus: “Lord, help me.”  He replies, "It is not right to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs." This is an enormous insult to her. Calling a woman a dog is offensive in any language.

The Jews spoke with arrogance and insolence of the Gentiles as "unclean dogs" because they were excluded from God's covenant and favour with Israel. “Do not give dogs what is holy.” (Matt. 7:6) For the Greeks the "dog" was a symbol of dishonour and denoted a shameless and audacious woman. 

Jesus has apparently repeated his culture's stereotype – but was it in irony, with a smile? Did He purposely speak in the way Jews expected their Messiah to speak, and then turn the tables on them?

To everyone's amazement, including Jesus, the woman immediately retorts with wit and faith “Even the house-pups can eat the crumbs which fall from the master’s table." 

This woman can give as good as she gets. She is the only person in the Gospels who proves such a good match for Jesus' wit.  The fact is not lost on Jesus. “O Woman, you have great faith,” He replies.  "Touché!" He grants her request and her daughter is healed instantly.
 
 This mother made her daughter’s misery her own, risking rebuff in order to obtain this healing. She had indomitable persistence. In contact with the person of Jesus her faith grew. She began with a request and she ended on her knees in worshipful prayer to the living God. 

“When the disciples entreated him the Lord put them off, but when the woman herself cried out begging for this favour he granted it. And at the beginning, when she first made her request, he did not answer, but after she had come to him once, twice, and a third time, he gave her what she desired. By this he was teaching us that he had withheld the gift not to drive her away, but to make that woman's patience an example for all of us. Now that we have learned these lessons, let us not despair even if we are guilty of sin and unworthy of any favour. We know that we can make ourselves worthy by perseverance.”  (St John Chrysostom)

No-one, Jew or Gentile, who sought Jesus with faith was ever refused his help. God's mercy and love are available to all who call out to Him in faith, even if through no fault of their own they are outside the household of faith. Contrast this with the scribes and Pharisees in the preceding Gospel passage, who void the divine law by clinging to their “tradition of the elders.”

Others have suggested that here Jesus dialogues with a pagan and adjusts His perception of His own mission. Vatican II spoke of Church in dialogue with modern society and other religions. Here is a precedent in Sacred Scripture. If the incarnate Son of God Himself could dialogue and learn from a non-Jew, maybe His Body the Church can learn something from non-Christians.

The Church has the fullness of Divine Revelation, the deposit of faith. She will not learn more about the essence of this Revelation from other religions or secular society. She may, however, learn something about how it unfolds, its ramifications and consequences. 

The demand for liberty of conscience, freedom from religious coercion, the abolition of slavery, and women’s rights are currents which began outside the Catholic Church, although coherent with Her principles. The Spirit of God is not confined within the bounds of the visible Church, although His activity is concentrated there. 

We must hold in tension the fact that the Church is God’s voice to the world - His divinely inspired herald and torchbearer of Revelation – along with the fact that the criticisms and suggestions of outsiders can sometimes help her to appreciate more clearly her own specific mission.

