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Introduction 

Quite a few years ago when Pastor Tim Satorius was a missionary with me in Puerto Rico, a local 

Catholic priest wrote an article in a town paper admonishing the people with a bold lettered heading, 

“Don’t Even Read the Bible.” If you do, it will hurt you unless you are prepared by the church. His 

reasons were 1. You might read about Jesus’ brothers and conclude Mary is no longer a virgin. 2. You 

might be tempted to believe what the Evangelicals teach that the world was made in six normal days 

when science has proved that the creation process was evolutionary. 3. You might get confused if you 

read Luke chapter 1 where Mary meets with Elizabeth and they exchange news about the babies in 

their wombs. When Mary bursts out with praise to God saying, “My soul is praising the Lord, and my 

spirit delights in God my Savior,” you might erroneously conclude that the word Savior implies Mary 

was a sinner. 4. Even as you would never read the whole Bible to children because they are not 

capable of understanding, so also there are parts of the Bible that should be left to church hierarchy 

and not studied by the laity. Pastor Satorius wrote a great response titled, “Read the Bible, Oh Yes!” 

In my research of the theme, “What Are Catholics Hearing From the Pulpit,” I did not hear any 

encouragement not to read the Bible. But, what I did find was that the Bible is often not used for 

sermonizing. When Scripture is used as the basis of a text, it is usually incredibly bent and twisted to 

make it say what the speaker wants it to say rather than what the author intends it to say. Of the 

hundreds of homilies that I read, almost none of them mentioned Jesus at all. When he is mentioned, 

he is presented as a law giver or an example for us today. Most of the messages were full of moralizing 

law, but many were nothing more than pep talks on liberal political action, anti Iraq war themes, and 

other social justice items. In fact, my study of what is being preached from Catholic pulpits has 

reinforced my conviction that if a Roman Catholic is saved by God’s grace, it may be through or by 

means the individual’s baptism, it may be through the reading of the Gospel the individual hears or 

the reception of the sacrament he receives, but based on what I have read and heard, it is definitely 

not by means of the homilies they hear. 

So, why a paper on what Catholics are hearing from their pulpits? I hope it will not be so that we say 

with a pharisaical attitude, “God, I thank Thee that we are so good in comparison to them.” I do hope 

the paper will help us to humbly appreciate the blessings God does give to us through textual sermons 

where the Law and Gospel are properly divided. I also see a value in knowing what a Catholic is 

accustomed to hearing in a homily when they come to our schools, or our Bible Information classes. 

Hispanic immigrants have come into our land by the thousands. When God leads us into some of their 

homes and they have questions about the sermon and worship, we can compare what the Gospel is 

not and illustrate it with their own homilies. That of course will lead to what the Gospel is and how to 

pick it out in our sermons. 

Let us proceed then using the following outline: 1. History of the Catholic Homily, 2. How the Bible is 

interpreted in Catholic homilies, and 3. How the law and gospel are used in Catholic Pulpits. 

Throughout the paper I will give you summarized examples of homilies by parish priests, seminary 

professors and at the end a couple by the pope. 

If we want to truly evaluate what Catholics are hearing in the pew today, it may be worthwhile to see 

how the homily developed in the Catholic church and how that has led to what they hear today.. With 

that in mind let us briefly examine the 

I. History of the Catholic Homily 



A. Its Development 

In general, Catholics hear homilies instead of sermons from the pulpit. Usually that is because their 

focus is different than ours. The word homily is derived from οµιλια derived from οµου, “together”, 

and ιλη, “a crowd”, and signifying a being or living together.
1
 In the new testament there are several 

examples of its use. Luke uses the word, Homily to describe the conversation of the two disciples on 

the way to Emmaus in Luke 24:14,& 15. He also applies the term when recording Paul’s discussion 

with the proconsul Festus in Acts 24:26. Later he uses the term in Acts 20:11, to the religious discourse 

or sermon delivered by Paul to the gathering of Christians at Troas. Professor M. Reu says of this 

event, 

“Here the later churchly usage emerges, according to which homily, as the specific designation of the sermon 

before a Christian congregation, is sharply distinguished from Karygma, or missionary preaching to non-

Christians.”
2
 

That distinction continues throughout the early church and on into the middle ages. Sermons to the 

congregation were considered more of a fraternal discourse with brother addressing brother using 

Scriptures or the works and messages of the church fathers. In a reference to the sermon found in the 

description of the Christian observance of Sunday given by Justin Martyr around 150AD, he writes, 

“On the day called Sunday, all who live in the cities or in the country gather together to one place, and the 

memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader 

has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good things.”
3
 

In the III century, the word, homilies is used as the title of Origen’s sermons. In the IX Century the 

word is used by the patriarch of Constantinople in connection with Chrysostom’s sermons because of 

Chrysostom’s colloquial preaching style. Throughout the Middle Ages the homily persisted, especially 

as appellation for the sermons of the Fathers.
4
 At the time of the Reformation there was a de-

emphasis on what the Fathers had to say and a resurgence of Scriptures alone as the only basis for 

doctrine and practice. Along with the change of emphasis came a discontinuation of the word homily 

as the basic term for a Sunday sermon. For the German Lutherans the sermon became more of a tract 

or treatise where the theme is really the logical unity of the parts. In the homily the theme is only a 

descriptive unity of the parts. Today, we follow through with that distinction. In our sermons today we 

try to make everything in the divisions and subdivisions tie in together logically with everything else. 

But that is not the way it works in a homily. Professors Gerlach and Balge describe a homily this way, 

“A homily theme is more aptly a title. The thought progression in a homily is loose and free. A homily is in a sense a 

kind of running commentary on a text with application added at appropriate points along the way.”
5
 

The authors do not speak highly of homilies. To preach them effectively one needs to be a master 

preacher because they are the most difficult sermons to prepare and do well. According to them, 

“Many improperly structured sermons would have to be classified as homilies, but they are little more than aimless 
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rambling. They bear the earmarks of inadequate preparation or of trying to pull a sermon out of one’s sleeve.
6
 

So what are Catholics hearing from the pulpit today? Almost universally the style is a homily. When I 

give you some examples later in the paper, keep in mind the quote above and see if you do not agree 

that this is what it usually ends up being. 

B. Why it is used today 

So, why do Roman Catholics use homilies rather than deductive style sermons? I would propose three 

reasons. 1. It makes it easier to emphasize their doctrine that the Church has the ultimate authority to 

interpret the Bible. If the sermons would be based on analytical and deductive use of the text,, it 

would be more difficult to get Catholic theology and the teaching of the “Fathers (Popes) across to 

their listeners. 2. What Catholics hear usually has little to do with Scripture and if it does, it is usually 

taken out of context with the intent to make a preconceived pet conclusion dealing with Mary, social 

justice, and anti war themes sound biblical. The homily format, in my opinion, is used specifically to 

make it easier for Catholic preachers to get away with this kind of humbug. Third, The loose format 

goes hand in hand with their loose unsure way of getting to heaven through their works of love 

combined with Jesus Sacrifice. Fourth, keep in mind, preaching in the Catholic church, is not the most 

important part of their service. Saying the Mass is. In fact it would seem from the following quote that 

it is not always offered in the service. 

“The homily as part of the liturgy of the word has been repeatedly and strongly recommended AND IN SOME 

CASES IT IS OBLIGATORY.”
7
 

In a paper put out by the Catholic Association of Teachers of Homiletics in 2002, the following 

statements and evaluations were made of Catholic homilies in the United States. 

“As of 1999, the average seminarian takes 5.6 credits in homiletics (Schuth, 1999: 183). Since the average M.Div. 

Degree requires well over 100 credits of study, it would be difficult to argue that homiletics occupies ‘a prominent 

place’ in most seminarians’ training”...Data gathered in 1995 suggests that the integration of courses necessary for 

good preaching is not occurring; for instance, only one-fourth of a group of priests’ homilies showed evidence of 

sound exegetical preparation...It seems that a disconnect between the biblical faculty and the homiletics faculty 

exists in many priestly formation programs.”
8
 

If this is true, then what is the Roman Catholic vision of the homily in the Catholic service today? In the 

United States, the best-known source for understanding the nature of the homily is Fulfilled in Your 

Hearing, the 1982 document of the U.S. Bishops’ Committee on Priestly Life and Ministry. At an 

October 2001 Colloquium sponsored by the Catholic Coalition on Preaching, the assembled scholars 

reaffirmed the value of the understanding of the homily presented by the U.S. Bishops. They said, the 

homily is, 

A scriptural interpretation of human existence which enables a community to recognize God’s active presence, to 

respond to that presence in faith through liturgical word and gesture, and beyond the liturgical assembly, through 

a life lived in conformity with the Gospel.” (P. 29)
9
 

Compare that understanding of a sermon with our WELS homiletics text book’s statement on the 
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nature and purpose of the sermon. 

“A sermon is the spoken word based on the written Word about the incarnate Word. God uses sermons to bring 

people into confrontation with the Word, the living Lord Jesus Christ. People have needs. God meets needs. A 

sermon brings the two together, people and God, their needs and his answer. Human need arises from sin. God’s 

answer derives from his grace. A sermon is therefore, a proclamation of sin and grace. Grace centers in Jesus 

Christ, in the life he lived to make us holy, the death he died to free us from sin’s penalty, in the resurrection he 

experienced to share new life with us. So we preach the foolishness of preaching: to release his power and to apply 

his wisdom to human needs.”
10

 

The sad fact is that the use of the homily has permitted its preachers to focus away from the 

Scriptures. That in turn has left many hearers out in the cold when it comes to the Gospel. Let’s move 

on to our next response to the question, What are Catholics hearing from the pulpit. 

2. How the Bible is interpreted in Catholic Pulpits 

One of the main problems with Roman Catholic preaching is their view of the Bible. While important, 

tradition and papal authority are more important. That is one of the reasons why, for them, it is not a 

big deal if they use the Bible text as the basis of their message. 

In an interview with a parish priest in my neighborhood, I was surprised that he had heard of the 

Wisconsin Synod. Before I began, he had some questions for me. His first question was, 

“Do you still subscribe to the Unaltered Augsburg Confession?” 

I suspect he was interested in whether I believed the papacy was the very Anti-Christ plus some other 

major differences between us. Although he did not pursue the Anti-Christ line of thought he did 

pursue another line of thought that confessional Lutherans proclaim. He asked if I still believed in the 

Reformation Scripture alone concept? When I affirmed that I did, he responded by saying, 

“Scripture is important but you put far too much emphasis on it. Priests are free to use the Scripture for their texts 

or to use some other basis for their homily.”
11

 

This priest was being very consistent with his Catholic theology which in effect teaches that the Pope’s 

view and the view of the church through tradition has to be taken into account before Scripture can 

be properly understood. In other words, the Pope and tradition have higher authority than the 

Scriptures. 

The Rev. Arnold Damen, S.J., in Catholic Truth, page 465 in an article entitled, “The Church or the 

Bible,” writes: 

“Our divine Savior has also established His supreme court, His supreme judge (the Pope) that is to give us the true 

meaning of Scriptures, and that is to give us the true revelations and doctrines of the Word of Jesus. The Son of the 

living God has pledged His Word that this supreme court is infallible.” (Page 470). 

And what about tradition? According to the Catholic teaching there was no Bible until 397A.D. when 

the New Testament Cannon was established. According to Pastor Behm, 

“Catholics say that before that time all religious teaching was on the basis of tradition, meaning that the teachings 

were transmitted by word of mouth from generation to generation... These unwritten teachings, they say, are 
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tradition and to it must be accorded equal authority with the Bible.”
12

 

Of course we confess that the Cannon was established not by the church but by God at the time the 

inspired authors wrote it. We confess that the church does not have the final Word, the Scripture 

does. But, since the Roman Catholic church does not, that affects what the average Catholic hears 

from the pulpit. 

Although the Roman Catholic may not hear much Scripture, that which he does hear is badly twisted. 

Just about every Biblical principle of interpretation is violated. That shouldn’t surprise us. Here is a 

brief summary of how the Bible should be interpreted.
13

 The principles I have laid out are not 

complete but they are a base from which we can see where Catholic preaching in general gets bogged 

down. 

Basic Principles of Interpretation 

I. The Bible is God's Word and useful - 2 Timothy 3:16, 1 Thessalonians 2:13 

In a lecture at a parish retreat, Jude Siciliano tells his audience how to prepare for a sermon. One of 

his comments is, 

“Remember you are not there to preach the text”
14

 

II. Jesus Christ is the center of the Scriptures - Luke 24:44, 1 Peter 1:10-11 

Here is a good example of how this is violated. Mary is the center of the homily and is trying to make 

the Scripture say she is. In a sermon entitled, “The Gospel of Jesus and Mary” based on I Corinthians 

15:22, “For as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ”, Fr. Munachi E Ezeogu says the 

following. 

“If Jesus is the new Adam, who then is the new Eve? Mary is the new Eve. Just as the full story of our Fall cannot be 

told without Eve, so also the full story of our Redemption cannot be told without Mary. There are many revealing 

parallels between the old Adam and Eve on the one hand and the new Adam and Eve, Jesus and Mary on the 

other...Adam and Eve had a good time together disobeying God, Jesus and Mary suffered together doing God’s 

will. The sword of sorrow pierced their hearts equally...In the old order Adam and Eve shared immediately in the 

resulting consequences and punishments of the fall. In the new order, similarly, both Jesus and Mary share 

immediately in the resulting consequences and blessings of the Redemption, the fullness of life with God; Jesus 

through the Ascension and Mary through the Assumption...In this doctrine we see the collaboration of man and 

woman in the work of our salvation all the way from the Fall to the Redemption to sharing in the fruit of 

Redemption in heaven....The Assumption is the ultimate proof of the equality of man and woman before 

God....Assumption enables us to tell the full story, the full gospel”
15

 

III. The Scriptures have unity - Matthew 5:18, (It cannot contradict itself, because it is divinely inspired, 

and therefore errorless and infallible. 

As an example I would like to take some quotes from Charles E. Bouchard in a lecture given on Sept. 

17, 2002, produced on site by Dove Conference Services www.dovetapes.com. Dr. Charles Bouchard is 
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the President of The Catholic University of America since 1989 and is an Associate Professor of 

Systematic Theology since 1986. 

On the question of, “How to Catholics preach on Moral issues?” Dr. Bouchard mentions how Lutherans 

take a Scripture alone approach but then says, 

“The Catholic approach is Scripture plus human experience (natural law) which is a rational or intelligent 

perception of God’s plan.”... thus “morality is not absolute,” rather church teaching on morality is, “a dictation of 

human experience and the church’s teaching on the collective church memory.”
16

 On the question, “How do you 

use Scripture in moral preaching? Bouchard says, “Scripture is a moral reminder....” “In moral matters since we 

have a number of sources, Scripture is not adequate to provide everything we need to say about a moral issue...” 

“There are conflicts in Scripture, for example what it says about war and peace.” “98 percent of Catholic moral 

preaching comes from natural law not Scripture. We use Scripture but not like the Protestants.”
17

 Moral preaching 

is the “elicitation and shaping of inclination to goodness.” Quoting Nieborg, he says, “The Christian adventure is 

the mutual search for truth of which the preacher is the leader among many searchers.”
18

 Going on, “Morality is 

helping people acquire a taste for the moral good.”
19

 

IV. The Bible is sufficient, telling us all we need to know for our salvation - 2 Tim 3:15, Luke. 16:19-31 

(see the last quote for an example). 

V. The Scriptures were written for us to use and understand - Rom. 15:4, Lk 11:28, Jn. 8:31-32 

It certainly wasn’t used in the following homily. It has no text, no Law, and no Gospel. The basic idea is 

to compare the war in Iraq with the crusades. Both were stupid. The homily spoken at a Franciscan 

Monastery in Washington, DC compares how St. Francis opposed Pope Innocent III on his plans for the 

fifth Crusade. He even traveled to the battle fields and tried to dialogue with the Christian and 

Moslem camps. His conclusion is 

“What a witness it would be for brown-clad women and men by the thousands to be seen walking in 

prayerful silence and truly humble penitence before the centers of power in our land, asking for an 

end to this crusade! The great French philosopher, Albert Camus, once said: ‘The only thing necessary 

for evil to triumph is for good people to remain silent’. And so tonight, sisters and brothers, let us ask: 

If not here, where, If not now, when, If not us, who?”
20

 

The five essential principles of Bible Interpretation 

A. Let Scripture interpret itself. 

Jude Siciliano tells his audience that the way to find out what your text means is to read your text to 

woman’s groups, sick people, at member visitations, in prison ministries and ask each group what your 

text means to them.
21

 

B. Unless the Bible indicates otherwise, take what it says literally. 
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Andrew Greeley offers a Homily for December 7
th

 based on Matthew 24: 37-44. (“As it was in the days 

of Noah...” It was the first Sunday in Advent. Here is a portion of his homily. 

“While the apocalyptic rhetoric of today’s Gospel might not be the exact words of Jesus and while in any case that 

rhetoric was not meant to be taken literally, the urgency of the message is surely his. We must not slip into the 

routine of ordinary life and miss the opportunity of life itself...Advent is a time of recalling opportunities lost in the 

past and taking steps to miss fewer opportunities in the days and weeks and years ahead, such as these may be. 

(Now comes a story) Once upon a time there were two eighth grade girls. Both were sensational volley ball players. 

But, one was a hard worker at practice; the other a slacker. At the end of the season after having won all games, 

the slacker didn’t think they needed to practice before the championship game. They end up losing the game by 

one point. In the last scene, both girls are eating ice cream. The slacker says) Don’t cry, Ellie,...we’ll have lots of 

championship games in high school. But Ella Mae sobbed (the hard worker), we’ll never have an eighth grade 

championship game again.”
22

 

C. Carefully consider the context of all Bible verses. 

The context of the Scripture readings for the third Sunday of Advent Refers to Jesus not Mary. Dr. 

Meynen preaching on All three lessons uses for his theme, “The signs of the times.” Isaiah 35: 1-6 talks 

about the signs of healing, “then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,...”. Matthew 11:2-6, 9-11 tells 

us about Jesus response to John’s question, “Are you he who is to come, or shall we look for another?” 

The writer applies these signs to Jesus first and second coming, but then he also implies that Mary is 

the fulfillment of these signs. Listen to Dr. Meynen’s conclusion. 

“The Virgin Mary, who in recent times miraculously protected Pope John Paul II from death on May 13, 1981, did 

she not make the sun dance, before the eyes of thousands of people, at Fatima, in Portugal, on October 13, 1917. 

By means of the Holy Scriptures and by means of the Holy Eucharist received in communion, may veneration of 

and devotion to the Virgin Mary continue to be propagated throughout the world! May God the Father, through 

his beloved Son, in the Holy Spirit, eternally welcome us into his holy dwelling place! Amen.”
23

 

D. Be mindful of the historical and grammatical setting of Scripture passages. 

E. Ask the Holy Spirit for guidance. -1 Corinthians 2:14-15, Psalm 119:18-20 

We would pray that God would lead us to find the truths in the study of our text. Jude Siciliano says 

that Asking the Holy Spirit for guidance is very important but here is how he goes about it. Lecturing to 

some preachers he reads to them the story of the Laborers in the Vineyard. He then asks each 

participant to be very quiet and listen to what God tells them. At the end of the five minutes this is 

what the preachers came up with. One said, “preach on economic inequities,” Another said, “apply it 

to Day laborers looking for jobs today.” Another said, “God has work for me to do.”
24

 The Gospel for 

them was economic justice. All of them had pre conceived ideas of what the text was saying and 

without Study of the Scripture missed the point. 

VI. Some false interpretations to avoid 

A. Allegory = The attempt to find hidden meaning in a Biblical text by going beyond the natural sense 

of the words and giving the characters or events a symbolic significance (which the Bible does not 

give). The allegorical method of interpreting the Bible was most predominant in the middle ages but is 

still popular today especially when preaching on the parables. 
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B. Rationalism = the attempt to make something reasonable and understandable to our human mind. 

1 Corinthians 1:18-25. If there is difficulty in understanding something in the Bible, the problem is a 

lack in us humans, not a defect in God or his Bible. See John 10:35, Isaiah 55:8-9. 

A good example of rampant rationalism is from a Professor of Religious studies in Santa Clara 

University, a Jesuit School in California. J. David Pleins teaches Bible Interpretation and is the author of 

many books dealing with Biblical tradition as it interfaces with contemporary questions such as 

liberation theology, justice and post modern types of questions. 

In a lecture given in 2004, Pleins starts by giving examples of how the world has changed. One 

example is how the Barbie doll has changed. It used to be the undisputed number one goddess of the 

modern world, demonstrating the glory of youth, modernism, and liberated woman. Today the market 

has shifted to 3-5 year olds. It is losing ground to the Bratz doll. You can buy Barbie suicide bombers. 

The main product is the name not the doll. Pleins then asks the question, 

“How do you preach in a Post Barbie age,”? 1. You define the problem, (the problem is accepting the Bible as God’s 

absolute truth) 2. You evaluate what the Bible has to offer or (Smash the idols found in the Bible by eliminating 

what is not true) 3. You construct a dialogue between the ancient text and the Post Barbie age.”
25

 

Under the second point, David Pleins tells us how we are to “smash the idols.” We are do this in the 

following ways, 

“1. Put the Bible in Dialogue with the different sectors of society, (the Muslim Budist etc.), Do not condemn 

(smash) them 2. Recognize that the Bible is in its own world of absolutes, and myths that contain good things (a 

yearning for mercy) and bad things (God sends Israel to slaughter Canaan’s inhabitants). 3. Because there is 

certainty in science that wants to engineer our future the world needs to ask of the Bible, “Can I still believe in 

God?” “What God shall I make for myself?” “What is the God we are going to need today?” 4. The Bible needs to 

be brought into dialogue with the oppressed. (The question the world needs to address is, “Why has God 

abandoned us?”) 5. Recognize that the greatest danger today is the danger of absolutism (Talabanism) built on the 

Bible or any other tradition. 6. Remember that if you reject absolutism there is a danger of having no anchor at all. 

(So what is your anchor?) It is not so much having the right Jesus...as it is learning how to ask the right questions 

and getting folks to see that there are questions.”
26

 

In a 2004 convocation address at the Aquinas Institute of Theology, Dr. Bouchard states, 

“Natural law is the basis of nearly all Catholic moral teaching, so even before we ask, ‘What Would Jesus Do?’, we 

must ask, ‘Is it reasonable and good for human persons?’”
27

 

* Since the next few homilies are good examples of flavorful ways of how Catholic preachers are 

violating the scriptural rules of interpretation I have included them for your private reading. For the 

sake of time I need to move on to point 3. 

In a homily, “Whoopi Goldberg and the Magi”, he never mentions the name of Jesus. He starts by 

explaining traditions of the Magi, then moves on to Whoopi Goldberg in the movie Ghost. Even as the 

Ghost entered Woopie’s life and she was never the same again, so also when the Magi “hit the real 

thing” their lives were never the same again. Here is his conclusion, 

“With apologies to Coca Cola, this feast of the Epiphany of the Feast of the Real Thing. It is an encounter with a real 
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God - ‘god from God, light from light, true God from true God” as we will say in the Creed, entering into a real 

human existence. This fact poses three questions to us: First, do we know what we are looking for, or are we being 

led blindly to a real end we cannot grasp? Second, will we know it when we at last see it? And most importantly, 

once we see it, will it make any difference?”
28

 

I have three more sermons from Dr. Bouchard. 1. In a sermon on Ash Wednesday he tells us that 

Ashes remind us of sin. He explains the history of ashes and then speaks of specific sins that ashes 

remind us of. Nagasaki, Hiroshima, Auschwitz and some personal sins. The eternal consequences are 

not discussed. Ashes are a sign of God’s forgiveness but not through Christ. In fact Christ is not 

mentioned at all. There is no text. He concludes, 

“Finally, when we wash those ashes away tonight, let us pray for at least one person whom we have harmed by our 

sin. As we wash those ashes away, let us pray that in these days of Lent at least one small piece of the fabric of 

human solidarity, the fabric of human justice, the fabric of human compassion that we have rent by our sin will be 

re-woven.
29

 

2. In a sermon titled, “Jesus and Tarzan based on Luke 4:21-30. The question was whether a boy raised 

by animals in the woods like Tarzan, but who never had heard of Christ could be saved? The 

conclusion is a quote from a man named O’Meara, 

“Even if such persons did not have an explicit faith,” he said, “they could have an implicit one...the mystery of 

God’s incarnation could be known in all ages and by all peoples, but in ways that differ according to times and 

peoples.”
30

 

3. In a sermon on the Lord’s Supper, again no text is given, nothing is said about the forgiveness of 

sins, repentance, or receiving the sacrament by faith. The Gospel is social Gospel. The doctrine 

presented traditional Roman Catholic. The text is not needed from his point of view because what the 

church says is more important than what the Bible says. 

“I agree with the Roman Church that the bread and wine which are placed on the altar are, after consecration, not 

only a symbol, but the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, and that they are sensibly, and not merely 

sacramentally present, and in truth handled and broken by the hands of the priest and ground by the teeth of the 

faithful...” 

Now comes the application full of rationalism, liberation theology and the like. 

“When we say that the bread and wine have become the body and blood of Christ, we are saying the real, 

substantive change is possible - if it can happen to a piece of bread – it can hapen to us....Someone once asked a 

monk why, religious services, various liturgical ministers sometimes bowed first to the altar, and then turned and 

bowed to each other. The reason was that they first reverence the presence of Christ in the Eucharist, and then in 

one another. That is exactly what it’s about. We too are the body of Christ...So when Jesus said, “This is my body.” 

he meant the bodies of the elderly and poor who lack basic securities of life and who can do nothing but sit and 

wait for death; he meant the bodies of innocent children, dying alone and unloved in AIDS camps across Africa...So 

this feast is about the real presence in the sacrament, but it is also about the real presence in us, and the real 

presence in the world, especially in human suffering.”
31

 

In the last section I discussed how the rules of Bible interpretation are violated. It happens principally 

because preachers put tradition and Papal authority over the Bible. Many also don’t believe it is God’s 
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divinely, verbally inspired Word. With that view it is easy to leave it out or twist it to say anything. That 

then leads us to our next point. When it is used, is there Law and Gospel? In this next section let us 

see, 

3. How the Law and Gospel are used in Catholic Pulpits 

At the Council of Trent the Roman Catholic church stated, 

“If anyone says, that justifying faith is nothing else but confidence in the divine mercy which remits sins for Christ’s 

sake; or that this confidence alone is that whereby we are justified: let him be anathema.”
32

 

In more recent times, the Catholic Encyclopedia, referring to Trent, Canon XII, states, 

“Considering merely the Psychological analysis of the conversion of sinners, as given by the council, it is at once 

evident that faith alone, whether fiducial or dogmatic cannot justify man.”
33

 

That is obviously wrong and it is at the heart and core of what is wrong with Roman Catholic 

preaching. But then how should the law and Gospel be preached? Pastor Don Lindemann quoting 

President Carl Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel, Concordia Publishing House, 

St. Louis, MO, 1986) says, 

“On September 19, 1884 Walther explained what he believed to be six differences between the law and the gospel. 

The fifth difference concerns the effects of the two doctrines. If we pay attention to these effects we’ll improve our 

law and gospel preaching.” 

‘The Law tells us what to do, but does not enable us to comply with its commands’ (pp. 13-14). Preach the law so 

directly that no listener can think he or she has kept it. 

‘The Law uncovers to man his sins, but offers him no help to get out of them and thus hurls man into despair.’ 

Preach the law so that its curse is inescapable by any sinner. It should offer no hope. ‘The law...conjures up the 

terrors of hell, of death, of the wrath of God. But it has not a drop of comfort to offer the sinner’ (p. 14). 

‘The Gospel, when demanding faith, offers and gives us faith in that very demand’ (p. 15). Preach the gospel so that 

you don’t need to explain why it is so attractive, thereby selling its benefit to the listener like a peddler in the 

pulpit. 

‘The Gospel...does not at all reprove the sinner, but takes all terror, all fear, all anguish, from him and fills him with 

peace and joy’ (p. 16). Preach the Gospel with focus to remove the specific terrors, fear, and anguish reproved 

earlier by the law. 

The Gospel does not require anything good that man must furnish: not a good heart, not a good disposition, no 

improvement of his condition, no godliness, no love either of God or men. It issues no orders, but it changes man’ 

(p. 16). Preach the gospel so that not a single hearer can think, “That doesn’t apply to me.
34

 

This is not what is done. Of all the sermons I read, not one announced the forgiveness of sins alone 

through faith in Christ. Of course that didn’t happen because the Law was never used as a mirror in 

any of the sermons. So what is done? Walther lived a relatively long time ago but he made some 

interesting observations about Roman Catholic preaching in his day that in general describes their 

preaching today. What they do is confound the Law and Gospel, 
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1. When Christ is made a new Lawgiver (Thesis 5) p. 69, 71, 362. 

2. When Gospel elements are mingled with the Law and vice versa (Thesis 6) p. 79, 80. 

3. When the Law is preached to those who are already in terror on account of their sins (Thesis 

8) p. 104-111. 

4. When sinners who have been terrified with the Law are directed, not to the Word and the 

Sacraments, but to their own prayers and wrestling with God (thesis 9) p. 127, 128-131. 

5. When sinners terrified by the Law are told to keep on praying and struggling until they feel 

that God has received them into grace (Thesis 9) pp. 197-199. 

6. When the preacher describes faith in a manner as if the mere inert acceptance of truths, 

even while a person is living in mortal sins, renders that person righteous. (Thesis 10) pp. 

211 & 213. 

7. When a preacher represents contrition alongside of faith as a cause of the forgiveness of sins 

(thesis 12) p. 249. 

8. When a preacher turns faith into a work of man (Thesis 13) pp 260ff. 

9. When a preacher requires faith as a condition of justification and salvation. 

10. When a preacher turns the Gospel into a preaching of repentance (Thesis 15) p. 277. 

11. When a preacher speaks of certain sins as if they were not damnable (Thesis 19) pp. 328-

330. 

12. When a preacher makes salvation dependent on a person’s association with the visible 

orthodox church. (Thesis 20. P. 334). 

13. When men are taught the sacraments produce salutary effects ex opere operato. pp. 346-

348, 351. 35 

So, how is this reflected in the sermons Roman Catholics hear from their pulpits? I will break the 

homilies up into three groups. 1. Local parish priests, 2. Various Seminary professors, and 3. The Pope. 

Local Priests 

Here is one called, “Where is the Soul of Princess Diana? His text is from Luke 13:32 &33, “Lord, will 

only a few be saved? My friend, strive to enter through the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will try to 

enter and will not be able.” In short, even as the question, “Lord, will only a few be saved”, was a 

question of curiosity and not relevant to the important question, “How can I be saved?”, so also, the 

question about Diana’s soul is irrelevant. So, how does the priest answer the important question? He 

doesn’t. He makes light of hell and then implies God gives you opportunities but you have to save 

yourself. Here is Friar Munachi’s comment about hell and his conclusion. 

“On a lighter mood, an open-air evangelist, preaching on today’s gospel text was warning his congregation about 

the eternal damnation. “On the day of Judgment,” he said, “there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” An old 

woman in the crowd had a problem, “Look preacher, but I got no teeth!” “Never mind, madam” says the preacher, 

“teeth will be provided. A curious question indeed! 

“We should be asking questions of personal importance like, “What do I need to do to be saved? How can I serve 

God better in my present situation in life? How can I make use of the opportunities God gives me here and now for 

my eternal salvation?’ Let us take a moment and ask ourselves some of these relevant questions today.
36

 

The law here seems to be, “stop asking stupid questions.” There is no mention of specific sins on the 
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part of particular people that separates them from God. There is no specific judgment on those 

particular people for their sins, there is no specific resolution for those particular people regarding 

that judgment, and there is no specific blessing ready and available for those particular people as part 

of God’s plan of salvation. 

In a Catholic Student Center on You Tube at Washington University, a Priest quotes Paul on how we 

are free in Christ but that freedom comes from self discipline such as fasting. His concluding line is, 

“Fast to make yourself free. Discipline is the key to happiness.” Obviously it is not Christ centered. The 

Gospel seems to be, “Pull yourselves out of the muck by your own bootstraps.” 

In a sermon by Fr. Roger Landry, your hopes are built up with the statement, 

“Today Jesus continues to point us to the way that leads to life with him and away from the populated path 

presented by the world.”
37

 

He promptly dashes the hope by saying, 

“Jesus ‘ path is challenging. In the Gospel antiphon today, Jesus gives us again his “New commandment,” to “love 

one another as I have loved you”
38

 

Notice how he turns the Gospel into a commandment which is really impossible to do. But, never fear, 

there is good news. (I say this tongue in cheek) Landry concludes by saying, 

“Jesus never calls us to something that’s impossible to accomplish - if we rely on his help. Jesus says to us again 

today, Love one another as I have loved you.” If we live by this standard, we will open ourselves to the fullness of 

his love and follow him along the thing, ascending path to true and eternal beatitude!”
39

 

Professors: 

Let us shift gears and see how the professors handle sin and grace, Law and Gospel. Don’t get your 

hopes too high. Charles Bouchard, preaching at St. Francis Xavier College Church in Saint Louis, 

Missouri on Epiphany Sunday 2005, contrasts the peaceful story of the Magi with the tsunami that 

happened on Christmas Day. He then asks, 

“How can God even allow - much less cause - such a thing to happen?”
40

 

The conclusion? He wants us to be part of the redemption. Sometimes God needs our help - or at least 

our cooperation - to bring this plan to completion. He concludes with the following quote 

“...One thing is becoming increasingly clear o me: that You cannot help us, that we must help You to help 

ourselves. And that is all we can manage these days and also all that really matters - that we safeguard that little 

piece of You, God, in ourselves, and perhaps in others, as well.
41

 

Obviously there is no Gospel. His idea of the, “The God in you”, is his synergistic version of “There is a 

little good in everyone capable of cooperating with God for salvation.” 
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The same man, (President of Aquinas Institute of Theology), spoke at the opening day of seminary in 

2004and then again at a Baccalaureate Mass on 05/11/07. His theme is Hedgehogs, Hierarchy and 

Holiness: What Constitutes Great Ministry? Here are some quotes, 

“Ministry will involve many confrontations between theory and practice, between theology and the necessarily 

messy lives we need. Only Catherine Vincie’s Liturgical Leadership and An Garrido’s SPM will prepare you for 

them....In addition to these perennial pastoral situations, there are many other challenges that we as ministers and 

theologians must face that are unique to the 21st century, Let me name just a few. First and foremost, there is the 

war in Iraq...As minister’s educated in the Church’s, Just War theory, you will have to invoke the elements of the 

jus ad bellum to help people decide whether we should be in this war at all. You’ll learn the principles in Rick 

Peddicord’s, Catholic Social Teaching, and you’ll learn how to preach about them in Dan Harris and Greg Heille’s, 

Foundations of Preaching....You’ll have to mine the Catholic social justice tradition to help your parishioners and 

your students understand whether globalization is an unprecedented opportunity or merely oppression of 

impoverished developing countries. You’ll only know for sure after you’ve learned about biblical justice in George 

Boudreau’s Prophets class...Successful ministry today requires not only good skills, but a serious commitment to 

study and critical thought...We also need to be able to pose hard questions that make people think, especially in 

our preaching...I’ve mentioned, Hedgehogs and Holiness, as the title of my talk suggested I would. What about, 

Hierarchy? To be truthful, I just liked the alliterative quality of it and I figured I could fit it in somewhere...That’s 

not to say hierarchy is not important to your future. It is But we’re not going to talk about it today.
42

 

With this kind of training is it any wonder that the Gospel is gone? In his baccalaureate service he 

refers to the imperfect human condition and concludes, 

“The Venus de Milo has no arms,” he writes “And the liberty bell is cracked.” “The world may lack perfection, but 

when you’re a minister of grace, it’s ok.”
43

 

Maybe this is why he doesn’t talk about Jesus. 

Daniel Harris, a professor for 29 years at St. John’s seminary in Camarillo, California, gave a pretty 

interesting lecture on how to take the old story and preach it in a fresh way. He gives tips on how to 

be creative, how to ask the right questions of the text, of yourself and of your congregation. He then 

gives a 12 step method on how he teaches students to write a sermon. When you analyze what he 

says, it is all external stuff. He does not tell you how to divide the Law and Gospel. In the question and 

answer session it becomes obvious he doesn’t have a clue to what the Gospel is. He says, 

“Preaching the Gospel is the same as preaching justice.”
44

 

Janet Schlicting, a Dominican sister at the Aquinas Institute in Saint Louis teaches homiletics to women 

who will preach in convents explains what she sees as four theological views of preaching. The Catholic 

way is to use a type of “sacramental imagination.” 

“Protestants see the divinity outside of man. The only way to be saved is for the Word to let God break in...The 

Catholic way is to use sacramental imagination which will see God in us...so, do not deny sin and evil but recognize 

that there is a capacity for God and a basic goodness...(this means) the preacher must live in the community to find 

the signs of good in us proving God has not abandoned us... When humans use their capacity to recognize evil and 

suffering and cry out, this is God speaking out....You can change the world and God is rooting for us to do so.” 

It is true, we Lutherans do teach that our justification is accomplished outside of us and that it comes 

to us only through Word and Sacrament. The Catholic method of preaching finds it’s roots in an 

understanding of salvation that is synergistic. How beautiful the Augsburg Confession’s response, 
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“Accordingly, when there is no faith and trust in God, all manner of lusts and human devices rule in the heart. 

Wherefore Christ said, ‘Apart from me you can do nothing.’ (John 15:5), and the church sings, ‘Where Thou are 

not, man hath naught, Nothing good in deed or thought, Nothing free from taint of ill.’” 45(From the hymn, Veni, 

sancte spiritus; translation of Edward Caswall.) 

Since a lot of Catholics don’t go to church but love the Pope and read what he says in the newspapers, 

it is legitimate to examine briefly what kind of law and Gospel are Catholics hearing from the Pulpit of, 

The Pope 

Basically all of the messages I read were social Gospel. None of them had the message of forgiveness 

of sins through Jesus Christ as the Savior of the world. There is a lot of exhortation to do good things 

socially without giving any Gospel motivation. Here are a few examples. In a message from Benedict 

XVI for the 94
th

 World Day of migrants and Refugees, Jan 13, 2008, he exhorts the world to help them. 

He also exhorts the migrants to not abandon God. He encourages them to overcome their material 

and spiritual difficulties.
46

 

In a Lenten message of pure social Gospel, a denial of the basic sinful condition of man and a tidbit of 

Maryolatry, Benedict XVI claims that, 

“The truth of Christ (is that he) educates consciences and teaches the authentic dignity of the person and of 

work...(he concludes), To Mary, the living fount of hope, we entrust our Lenten journey, so that she may lead us to 

her Son. I commend to her in particular the multitudes who suffer poverty and cry out for help, support, and 

understanding.”
47

 

In a Sunday address on August 6, 2007, (www.wayoflife.org) Christian News quotes Pope Benedict XVI, 

“Salvation is by works and Mary is ‘Heaven’s Gate.’ Of salvation he said: ‘The path to the eternal life is open to all, 

but it is narrow because it’s demanding, asks for commitment, abnegation, and the mortification of selfishness...it 

is not on the basis of alleged privileges that we shall be judged but on the merit of our deeds... This, (Good works), 

is the passport that will let us enter eternal life.’ Of Mary, the Pope said, ‘Christians call upon her as Ianua Caeli, 

Heaven’s Gate.’”
48

 

We would agree with Herman Otten’s commentary, 

“In fact, salvation is a gift of God’s grace and Mary has nothing whatsoever to do with our salvation. The apostle 

Paul said: ‘For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of 

works...(Ephesians 2: 8-10). To add works to God’s grace for salvation is to pervert the Gospel and to bring upon 

oneself the curse of Galatians 1. ‘I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace of 

Christ unto another gospel: Which is not another; but there be some that trouble you and would pervert the 

gospel of Christ. But though we or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we 

have preached unto you, let him be accursed (Galatians 1: 6-8).’” 

Conclusion 

Well, we have seen some very negative things that come from Catholic Pulpits. How far from the truth 

are those who say, “Hey, the Catholics are pretty much like the Lutherans.” I hope that the negative 

background will be a contrast to the uniqueness of good Lutheran preaching. And what constitutes 
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uniquely Lutheran sermons? It is preaching God’s law and Gospel explicitly. 

Professor Jeske has some good incites into Good Law and Gospel preaching. He says, Lutheran 

preaching is different because it doesn’t preach the law merely to scare or to wound, but to kill , and 

damn.
49

 It kills when it convinces us we have not met God’s unconditional demand to lead holy lives. 

Our holy God demands perfection and will be satisfied with no less. “Without holiness no one will see 

the Lord” Hebrews 12:14). It kills when it makes us realize there is not a thing we can do to get away 

from and escape the terrible justice of God in hell for our sins. But that leads us to another Biblical 

truth. Professor Jeske notes, 

“Lutheran preaching is unique in that it always emphasizes that God’s law is not the final message to us. The 

primary message of the Bible is not ‘This do!’ but ‘This happened!’ Jesus came to our planet and lived life right. He 

met the holy demands of God we couldn’t meet. In addition, he chose to be sentenced and punished in our 

stead...Only the gospel gives the strength to live for God. Here I’m assured that when Jesus died and rose again, he 

not only canceled the debt of my sin, he also broke the power of my sin.”
50

 

These two doctrines are beautiful and yet they must not be confused. Catholic preaching takes the 

Gospel truth and makes a law out of it. We call it moralizing. They also make God’s standards for a God 

pleasing life the essential message of Christianity. Far too often they even make up their own 

standards for a God pleasing life that are not in the moral law and say this is the essential message of 

Christianity. Both are examples of legalism. Preaching that is uniquely Lutheran remembers that the 

law can show me the way to go, but it can’t give me the strength to get there. 

Professor Jeske adds two more items that make Lutheran preaching unique. One, it explores the 

fulness of the Gospel. 

“Lutheran preaching has more to tell people than simply, ‘Jesus died for your sins,’ That is true enough as far as it 

goes, but it doesn’t go far enough. Lutheran sermons emphasize that Christ reconciled a whole world of sinners to 

God...They also emphasize that God saves sinners not by transforming them into gold plated saints, but by 

crediting them with being what they actually are not... Luther said it well, Lord Jesus, you are my righteousness; I 

am your sin. You became what you were not, and made me to be what I was not.’”
51

 

The final item that makes Lutheran preaching unique is preaching that emphasizes the means of grace, 

the gospel in Word and Sacrament. May the Lord lead us to rightly divide Law and Gospel and preach 

uniquely Lutheran sermons. May He move the multitudes of Catholics who are coming to our country 

and who have never heard the truth of the saving Gospel to reject the homilies which cannot save and 

flee to the true Word of God and the places which preach it correctly. 
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