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The View of Catholics


A Reflection on the First Lecture on the Present Position of Catholics





	Several years after his conversion, John Henry Newman gave a series of lectures to the members of his oratory entitled The Present Position of Catholics in England.  In the first of these lectures, Newman inquires "why it is, that, in this intelligent nation, and in this rational nineteenth century, we Catholics are so despised and hated by our own countrymen, with whom we have lived all our lives, that they are prompt to believe any story, however extravagant, that is told to our disadvantage".  His stated purpose for this particular talk is not to prove whose creed is truer, but to show the Protestant majority of his nation that the Catholic faith deserves a far fairer hearing from them than it is typically given.


	Watching Newman really hand it to the unfair judges of our faith is rather enjoyable for we Catholics.  They assume that all facts, good sense, and virtue lie on their side of the scale and, as a result, their regard and treatment of Catholicism are unjust.  Seeing this bias exposed is great fun for Catholics, but let us ask ourselves: are we guilty of the same?  We believe in our Church as the pillar and foundation of truth.  There are good and sound reasons for every aspect of our Catholic faith and wherever we have put the faith into practice in our lives it has proven itself to be holy.  Knowing this, do we prejudge the virtue or views of Protestants?  


	I am not saying that I believe they are more true or possess a fuller means to grace than can be found in the Church.  The truth is one and I believe Catholicism contains that truth, as evidenced by presence in this seminary.  What I am saying is that we must respect Protestants and understand what they truly believe, rather than settling for the testimony of a strawman.  Sadly, we are too eager to believe the worst, put on victimhood, and reinforce the barriers that divide us.


	For example, during my first semester here at seminary someone directed my attention to feature of a Protestant church just a little down the street.  The First Baptist Church (whimsically, I sometimes wonder where all the second and third Baptist churches are) has a sharply pointed stipple over its front doors.  Though the stipple and its base are primarily white in color, it features vertical lines of red and blue detail.  The seminarian informed me that by this design they intended to say that theirs was the American church (red, white, and blue) opposed to the foreign, pontifical institution up the street.


	Is this account of our neighbors' motives accurate?  I doubt it.  Who here would be in a position to learn such a fact?  Who can point to any evidence more than legend?  But even it is true, why are we so eager for it to be true?  The reason is that we want to shown right in both truth and goodness.  We would prefer that our superiority be obvious, clear cut, black and white.


	We do the same within our own Church as well.  Who among us have not heard the story of what happened when the mural in the back of St. Turibius Chapel?  The image of Christ keep showing through the whitewash, even after a repainting.  When the image appeared a second time, they splashed it will copious amounts of paint and this final time His image stayed hidden.  The problem is that it's not true.  Father Lynn, who was present and remembers that the time of the remodeling well, says nothing like that happened.  Yet how many of us would still say, "That's the way it should have happened."  We can disagree, and sometimes a person must, but if our disagreement opens to contempt for our neighbor we sadden the Holy Spirit of God.


"Never let evil talk pass your lips; say only the good things men need to hear, things that will really help them.  Do nothing that will sadden the Holy Spirit with whom you were sealed against the day of redemption.  Get rid of all bitterness, all passion and anger, harsh words and malice of every kind.  In place of these, be kind to one another, compassionate, and mutually forgiving, just as God has forgiven you in Christ."  (Ephesians 4:29-32)


