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The November 4th edition of the White Horse Inn was an interview of well-known Roman Catholic apologist Robert Sungenis. It is called “Roman Catholicism and Justification.” The MP3 is available free from WHIs OnePlace site, and I highly recommend it.

(By the way, if you want to hear what it sounds like when a world-class Reformation scholar restrains himself commendably in an interview so his opponent can have his say clearly and without being attacked, listen to this. I imagine Horton was about to respond and disagree loudly at points, but he plays the gracious interviewer and says nothing. Well…with one exception [image: image2.png]



Sungenis gives what I consider to be a refreshingly honest collection of answers on the subject of grace, justification and the “solas.” Horton follows that interview with a brief interview with Mark Noll, co-author of Is The Reformation Over?
R. Sungenis: Thank you, Michael. I have always been as honest as possible when it comes to giving the official Catholic teaching on any subject I cover, especially something as important as the doctrine of Justification. END

The interview brought a few questions to my mind that I’d like to invite IM readers, especially Catholics, to engage. As usual, I am not looking for debate, but a clear presentation of distinctions, definitions and meanings.

If possible, listen to the program. If not, and you still are going to comment, say so.

Sungenis was the first Catholic I’ve heard in a long time interpret the anathemas of Trent in the following way: A) They are still the clear and unaltered teaching of the church on justification, B) anyone who understands the teaching of the church against justification by faith alone and knowledgeably rejects it is anathema, and C) this does not simply refer to the Reformers, but to any Christian who knowledgeably rejects Catholic teaching and teaches that justification is primarily a legal declaration by God.

Question 1: Is Sungenis correctly interpreting the Council of Trent for Protestants, or is there a major reinterpretation/clarification necessary for those who have never been Roman Catholics, but always taught in Protestant beliefs?
R. Sungenis: I am correctly interpreting them, because it is the way the Church has interpreted them. Trent’s canons on Justification are considered infallible dogma, and such dogma can never change or be “reinterpreted” by anyone in the future. The fact is, there has been no reinterpretation of Trent. Vatican II and the 1994 Catholic Catechism are the only two official and binding statements of the Catholic Church on Justification, and they say the same things about Justification that Trent has said. If anyone thinks any differently, then I challenge them to show the evidence. Unless the Church came out with an official statement saying something to the effect: “We do hereby reject and/or modify the canons of the Council of Trent and have formulated these new doctrines to replace them,” then there is no change in Catholic teaching. The only thing the Church has tried to clarify is: who is guilty of Trent’s anathemas and who is not. In this realm the Church gives a lot of leeway, because it cannot judge the heart of the individual as to what he really knows and believes. The Church holds that many Protestants, through no fault of their own, believe the Protestant doctrines they are taught, and therefore their culpability is far less than it would be for someone like Martin Luther. Even in Luther’s case, the Church leaves the final decision on his fate to God alone. But the infallible Catholic dogma on Justification will never change. If it did, then we wouldn’t have a Catholic Church any longer, since if dogma can change, then there is no dogma. END
Question 2: If Sungenis is correct, then is the Roman Catholic Church, in the Vatican II teaching on Ecumenism, calling as “Separated Brethren” large numbers of persons who are, because of their knowledgeable rejection of the teaching of Trent, actually condemned and who must repent of heresy to be saved? In other words, is “Separated Brethren” really an honest and accurate description?
R. Sungenis: In addition to what I said above, the Church can consider Protestants “separated brethren” because those who believe and obey Jesus’ command to baptize the nations for the sake of salvation have one of the most important truths of Christianity in their belief system. Baptism works ex opere operato. This fact is outlined in Vatican II’s document, Lumen Gentium. Since there are other common truths that Catholics and Protestants share, then this only reinforces the concept that Protestants are “separated brethren.” The Church is trying to make accommodations for the fact that the masses of people in the Protestant church exist there mostly because that is the way they have been taught, through no fault of their own, and God will judge or reward them on that basis. But one thing we must keep clear: the dogma of the Catholic Church does not change. The only thing that can shift to one side or the other is how God will judge the person who has been introduced to Catholic truth. Did this person deliberately reject Catholic truth, or was he merely the victim of circumstances beyond his control? Only God can be the judge of that.
Question 3: Sungenis portrays Raymond Brown and Joseph Fitzmeyer, prominent Catholic New Testament scholars respected and cited by many Protestants, as liberals corrupted by Protestant graduate educations. Is Sungenis giving a mainstream point of view here, or are these scholars considered on the fringes of Catholic teaching?
R. Sungenis: No, admittedly, Raymond Brown and Joseph Fitzmyer, et al., are not considered to be on the fringe.  But all this is relative, since the mainstream Catholic proponents today are mostly liberal theologians, cut from the same rag as the liberal theologians you have in Protestantism. There is a bloody battle going on today in the Catholic Church between liberals and conservatives. In fact, Raymond Brown taught at the most liberal Protestant seminary in the United States, Union Theological Seminary. I was taught by professors at George Washington Univ. who graduated from UTS, so I know whereof I speak. The problem with many Catholics today is that they often regard the voices of Brown, Fitzmyer, et al., as authorities in the Church. Authorities they are not, by any stretch of the imagination. They hold opinions just like you and me. As I said above, only when the Catholic Church issues an official statement can anyone in the Catholic Church look to it with authority. This is precisely why we have a magisterium – to drown out the opinions from the actual dogma.  
Question 4: Is Sungenis, a former seminary educated evangelical fundamentalist for 18 years, indicative of mainstream Catholic apologetics, or has Catholic apologetics become a primary example of a kind of “denominationalism” in Roman Catholicism; in this case, where former Protestants represent Catholicism to other Protestants in ways quite different from the ways lifelong Catholics would present it?
R. Sungenis: I grew up as a Catholic for 19 years. I was then a Protestant for 18 years. So I know both sides of the fence quite thoroughly. I don’t mean to toot my own horn here, but I think in this case you should know that, in regards to whether I am representing the correct doctrine of Catholic justification, my book, Not By Faith Alone, was endorsed by many bishops, priests and Catholic lay apologists, including Bishop Fabian Bruskewitz, Fr. Peter Stravinskas, Dr. William Marshner, Dr. Ronald Tecelli, Dr. Art Sippo, Dr. Scott Hahn, Dr. Robert Fasstigi, Karl Keating, Dr. Ken Howell, Dr. Thomas Howard. Dr. John Saward, Dr. Philip Blosser, Fr. George Rutler, and many others. These endorsements are on the inside pages of the book. The book also has an imprimatur and nihil obstat from the Catholic Church. Most of these scholars have told me that the book was the best exposition of the Catholic doctrine of Justification available today. Even Protestant Samuel Hutchens, Ph.D. (Protestant), Senior Editor of Touchstone Magazine (whom I do not know personally) said: "For those who require an exhaustive exposition of the point, the best book I have found is Robert Sungenis' Not By Faith Alone...This reviewer thinks he has successfully made the point he started out to make, and that if one remains a Protestant after reading it (as I do) it will be vastly more difficult to mount his protest on the basis of belief that we are justified by faith alone apart from works..." (Sept./Oct. 1998). END
Question 5: Mark Noll says that the entire separation between Protestants and Catholics over justification is the result of Protestants separating justification and sanctification, while Roman Catholicism holds both together under the term “justification.” Accordingly, Noll sees this as a false dilemma for both communities, though other issues are real dilemmas. Is Noll correct that the heart of the Reformation debate is simply semantics, and we would be fairer to one another to graciously accept that both sides are talking about salvation by the grace of God, but in different ways?
R. Sungenis: Noll is correct, but it is only a small part of the story. By and large, it is not an issue of semantics. There are real differences. I can only recommend that you read Not By Faith Alone to find out what they are, at least from the Catholic perspective. Anyone who wants a copy from this forum, I will sell it to you for half price, if you pay the shipping. END

NOTE: Part of the reason that I am raising these questions are the simply bizarre and inconsistent responses I have received from RC friends the past few months to any serious inquiries about the anathemas of Trent. One person waved his hand and dismissed them as irrelevant to contemporary Protestant understanding of Catholicism. One person said that V2 had changed the relationship of Protestants and Catholics so that Trent didn’t matter. Another said Trent only applied to the Reformers who were once Roman Catholics, not to those of us born outside of the RCC. Other Catholics are irritated when I’ve brought up the anathemas, like they were a weird uncle who should never be discussed in polite company. And of course, there’s always the “Well…since the Pope’s not right here at this moment, I really can’t say” response. Great to have all those authoritative pronouncements resolving the questions Protestants can’t agree on, isn’t it? What’s up with this? If I can’t get a coherent answer to those one, it’s “check please” for me in RC/Evangelical discussions.

In Protestantism, we can all distance ourselves from whatever we disagree with or find embarrassing with a bit more ease. For example, the dating rules of Bob Jones University were not something all Protestants had to defend in some way. Or take my views of Creationism. I’m not obligated to assimilate and agree with Ken Hamm. But Trent’s anathemas are going to dominate the discussion of Protestant-Catholic relations, and all Catholics have to believe them. I find it highly confusing that the responses from Catholic friends are so evasive and inconsistent.

R. Sungenis: I’ll be as honest as I can be with you here, Michael. In my years on both sides of the fence, Catholic and Protestant, people are people, and they will never get beyond being limited in their views and knowledge. As a result, whereas Protestants argue back and forth among themselves as to the meaning and authority of Scripture, Catholics argue back and forth among themselves as to the meaning and authority of Church pronouncements. And because of that unavoidable dilemma, both parties are going to have their “denominations.” Don’t let anyone kid you. There are “denominations,” if you will, among Catholics as there are in mainline Protestantism. That explains why you have so many opinions above as to what to do with the Council of Trent. But as I said above, unless the Church herself comes out and rejects, changes or modifies the Council of Trent, then you know what you can do with all the opinions you have received. END

I read V2 on ecumenism and I think “Separated Brethren.” I hear Sungenis and other conservative Catholics and I say, “Separated, by the fact that I’m going to hell.” In fact, when you put it all together, Muslims get a far better shake than Protestants who knowingly reject the RC doctrine of justification. If God is less hacked by the Koran, Mohamed, salvation by works, Hajj and jihad than he is by distinctions made among Apostles’ Creed believing Christians over the exact description of greek terms in Romans, then I’m toast for sure.

I wouldn’t bring this up if it didn’t matter, and I doubt that I am the only Protestant who’s had this problem. 
R. Sungenis: Then you heard me wrong, Michael. I never said, and never would say, that you or any Protestant is “Separated, by the fact that I’m going to hell.” I specifically said on Horton’s program that God is the judge of your heart. All I can do is give you the truth of what the Catholic Church teaches. I’ll let you and God figure it out from there. I am not your judge. I am only a preacher of the Gospel, the scum of the earth. Neither I nor the Catholic Church has any say in your final destination, and neither would we want such a responsibility. The Catholic Church, in all her history, has condemned no individual to hell. Only God can do that. 

38 Responses to “Catholic Questions Part 2: Horton, Sungenis, Justification and the Confusion Over Trent”

1. on 11 Nov 2007 at 6:26 pm   Michael Spencer
NOTE: I will be moderating this thread very closely. 

2. on 11 Nov 2007 at 7:52 pm   John
I’m a Catholic Seminarian with a passing interest in the realm of apologetics. My impression is that Sungenis would not exactly be considered mainstream in Catholic apologetics, and certainly not in theological matters. My impression is vague, though, based not on reading him, but comments by those I respect about him. Wikipedia (for what it’s worth reports that he has courted controversy over geocentrism and his opinions on questions relating to the Jews.

Regarding Catholic thinking on justification there was a Joint declaration by Catholic Church and the Lutheran Worldwide federation a few years ago. It is available on the vatican website here: http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/
chrstuni/documents/
rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_31101999_cath-luth-joint-declaration_en.html

I think it might be a better place to start than with Sungenis (or any individual apologist for that matter). 
R. Sungenis: First of all, the Joint Declaration on Justification is not official Catholic Church teaching on Justification. It was not signed by the pope, and it wasn’t even signed by then Cardinal Ratzinger, who was the head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith at that time. In fact, Ratzinger even refused to go to Germany where the document was signed by Cardinal Cassidy and Protestant representatives. The Joint Declaration is merely an effort by Catholic and Protestant scholars (most of them liberal) to find some common ground. That’s not hard to do. There is a lot of common ground we have together, and liberals are good at finding it. As the saying goes, however, the devil is in the details, and it is the details that they didn’t even come close to resolving, and this effort stretches back to at least the late 1970s when the first of these Joint Declarations were created.

Second, as to whether I’m “mainstream,” as I said above, that designation is relative considering the major divisions occurring in Catholicism today. But as I also said, my book, Not By Faith Alone was endorsed by some of the best and brightest of the conservative Catholic scholars, so in that sense, my views on Justification are in the mainstream of conservative Catholic thought. If you go on Amazon.com you will see that, despite my other controversial views, Not By Faith Alone is still highly recommended, even by some of my theological opponents.

Third, it is common fare today to attack me for my views on Jewish issues and Geocentrism. No matter how many times I tell my critics that I’m not anti-semitic and I am only here to give the other side of the story on the Jewish problem in the Church, they don’t listen. Marginalizing me is my easier than actually dealing with what I am saying. Granted, I’ve gone overboard on some occasion because I’m as human as the next guy, but I can safely say that one of the biggest smear campaigns has been engineered against me that I have ever seen. Whatever the case, none of this should affect someone’s assessment of my teachings on Justification. The same people who chide me for my views on the Jews are the same ones that continue to praise Not By Faith Alone as one of the best Catholic commentaries on Justification written today. The same goes for Geocentrism. Yes, I do believe the sun goes around the earth. I’m sorry. It’s my quirk. Am I to be tarred and feathered because I see the objects moving in space a little differently than the next guy? (And for the record, I don’t force this belief on anyone. I am merely directing them to what the Catholic Church has historically taught on the issue). But for my enemies this has become big game. The easiest way for them to dismiss my theological views is to resort to demagoguery over my cosmological views. They never tire of portraying me as a geek walking around with an aluminum foil hat waiting for messages from outer space, as it were. Believe me, I don’t relish being made a pariah and having to introduce myself with the disclaimer, “Hi, I’m Robert Sungenis, but before you get to know me, I believe the sun goes around the earth,” and then wait for their reaction. But I have my reasons for sticking my neck out on this issue. Scripture, the Fathers, the Catholic magisterium have all taught and upheld geocentrism, and there has been no official statement from the Catholic Church rescinding that truth. Moreover, science (and I know science very well since I was a physics major in college) has not proven heliocentrism (although they would like you to believe they have). If you want to find out the other side of the story, may I recommend you buy my books, Galileo Was Wrong: The Church Was Right, Vol. 1 and 2. There is over 1000 pages of scientific and historical information that I guarantee you have never heard of before, much less considered. END

on 11 Nov 2007 at 9:31 pm   joe
I am very surprised you don’t already know at least the asnwers to some of these.

Sungenis is on the very far fringe of Catholicism, and I cannot think of one organization off hand that currently recommends him, as he apparetnly alilnates during theological dust-ups.
R. Sungenis: I may be on the “fringe” today because various people have put me there because of my views on Jewish issues and Geocentrism, but not in regards to the doctrine of Justification. Again, my book, Not By Faith Alone, was endorsed by some of the best and brightest in Catholic apologetics. You’ll have to argue with them. END

As for Brown and Fitz., they are the current heroes of Catholic biblical scholarship. Only traditionalists or former-Evangelicals who know better ever question there bona fides. Ratzinger said he wishes the Church had ten Raymond Browns, and while Scott Hahn wanted Ignatius Press to reprint his fisking of Brown, I think those plans were quietly shelved. 
R. Sungenis: All water under the bridge. Whatever Brown and Fitzmyer taught, it has not affected any official Catholic Church teaching. Nothing has changed, and Cardinal Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI) would be the first to tell you so. Ratzinger said that quote of Brown when Brown was showing some promise, before he went off the deep end. It is quite unfortunate that these so-called “heroes” are the very ones who, based on their historical critical approach, have questioned the very dogmas that Catholic tradition has taught, including biblical inerrancy, the resurrection, the immaculate conception, papal infallibility, and many more. I’ve written many papers on Brown that prove the point, and I have some audio lectures available if you would like to get a bird’s eye view of just how far Brown was from Catholic tradition. Interestingly enough, these are the same conclusions that Protestant liberals come to in their “historical critical” approach. If these are the “heroes” of the Catholic Church, then we can understand why it is in such a mess today. END
3. on 11 Nov 2007 at 9:36 pm   JohnB5200
If there is perspecuity in scripture, there is none in Roman Catholicism. Sungenis demonstrates the elasticity and latitude of interpretation within the “unity” of Catholic teaching. 
The purpose and intent of Trent was clearly to mark Protestants as rebels, outside the church and damned to hell. To halt the Reformation in it’s tracks. 

Now, modern R.C.s interpret these same anathemas with such vaguesness that would make a White House Press Secretary blush. If Horton had had this discussion in 1600, there would have been no hesitation on the part of his Catholic counterpart - yes - you are going to hell for rejecting Trent.

This very vagueness and variety of interpretations is why I cannot buy the myth of the one, unified Catholic Church. If the Church is unified, it is only because it allows such an incredible amount of latitude in intepreting the Catechism. If “liberals” like Raymond Brown don’t speak for the Church, as Sungenis said, why are they not silenced? And if Sungenis can’t adequately speak for the Church, as John said, why doesn’t some Bishop tell him to stop?
R. Sungenis: Like I said above, Catholics are just like you. You argue over Scripture, we argue over Church pronouncements. All we have to show for ourselves is that we’ve been here for 2000 years, despite all the in-fighting. There are times when I just want to throw up my hands in total frustration with the Catholic Church. But the thing that keeps me here is that I don’t know any other organization who could survive these internal factions and external pressures for two millennia. As Jesus said, “the gates of hell will not prevail.” And when we are warned in Scripture that these internal and external problems will always be with us, then I would be correct in viewing them as par for the course. Yes, we have our problems in the Catholic Church, but you have many more in Protestantism. We at least have a central authority to which we can appeal as a last resort when the in-fighting gets real bad (and that is precisely how most Catholic dogma is formulated – after centuries of in-fighting). END
4. on 11 Nov 2007 at 9:44 pm   Mark
Isn’t Sungenis a Sedavacantist?

For sure he’s believes the sun revolves around the earth, right? Isn’t that what Mark Shea is always taking him to task for? And he’s a rabid anti-Semite?

Why is he being trotted out as the representative Catholic? 
R. Sungenis: No, Sungenis is not a sedevacantist, and never even flirted with the idea. In fact, I have several essays on my website written against sedevacantism, and I was recently in a public debate against a sedevacantist from Australia. And again, no, I’m not a “rabid anti-semite.” Come to me first if you have such questions. My reputation is at stake when you throw out loaded questions like that. I represent the Catholic view of Justification because I’ve written one of the only modern conservative and thoroughly comprehensive books on the subject, a book which has received high acclaim and endorsements from very popular Catholic leaders, and from the Church herself with an imprimatur. You can believe that the earth goes around the sun and I’ll believe the sun revolves around the earth, but that has nothing to do with Justification. END

5. on 11 Nov 2007 at 10:07 pm   Michael Spencer
I think that’s another RC apologist, Metatics? Something like that.
R. Sungenis: Yes, Gerry Matatics is a sedevacantist. I have denounced him repeatedly and thoroughly for his position.
6. on 11 Nov 2007 at 10:13 pm   Michael Spencer
The Joint Declaration is typical of my problems here. The Lutherans agreeing to this aren’t defending the reformation understanding of justification, and the significance of their buying into this isn’t helpful at all.

And to the person who is “surprised” I don’t know various things….I guess my problem is that I can read the catechism and V2, but I can also read Trent. Trent says that I am anathema. But all my V2 sources have different rhetoric altogether.
R. Sungenis: Not really so. Vatican II does not have canons that anathematize because it was not a “dogmatic” council. But Vatican II does not say anything differently about the actual dogma of justification than Trent did. In fact, Vatican II hardly addresses the doctrine of justification. It does so only in passing. The only other official document the Catholic Church released on Justification was the 1994 Catholic Catechism, but if you read the sections on Justification, you won’t find anything different there than what you find in Trent. In fact, you won’t find any quotes from Raymond Brown or Joseph Fitzmyer, but you will find quotes from Trent and St. Augustine, the very authorities I use in Not By Faith Alone. And you need to readjust your thinking about Trent’s anathemas. They only condemn you to hell if you know the canons to be the truth yet you deliberately reject them. The Church does not hold that you are judged on what you don’t know, but on what you know and believe in your heart. Even then, she leaves the final decision to God alone, for only he knows the human heart absolutely.  END
7. on 11 Nov 2007 at 10:45 pm   rr
The Joint Declaration isn’t accepted by confessional Lutheran bodies like the LCMS. Since only liberal Lutherans who weren’t exactly loyal to their confessions in the first have signed onto it, I’m not sure how useful it to gauge changes in Catholic-Protestant relations.

rr 

8. on 12 Nov 2007 at 7:40 am   Mark
I’m going to call myself Mark 2 since there is another Mark also posting, although previously I have posted here as just Mark - sorry to confuse you.

On the issue of JDDJ, I think it is advisable to be wary of assigning the Lutheran signees to the liberal camp and writing JDDJ off because of that. The American dialogues on which it was largely based were a solid discussion of the issues - it is avaliable in printed form for anyone who wants to check it out for themselves (Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VII, Justification by Faith, 1983). These Lutherans actually got the Catholics to concede in JDDJ that a basically evangelical understanding of justification was not subject to an anathema. No small achievement.
(For a fair assessment of JDDJ, the best full-length study I have read is by Anthony N.S. Lane, ‘Justification by Faith in Catholic-Protestant Dialogue, An Evangelical Assessment’ (T. & T. Clark, 2002). Before anyone makes a final judgment on JDDJ, they ought to read this work.)

But did JDDJ achieve what it claims - *consensus* in the basic truths of justification? No, I don’t think so. Convergence - yes, partly because some of the best Catholic NT scholarship now concedes Luther had a point; but not consensus, not the sort of consensus that would facilitate ecclesial fellowship should all the other issues ever be resolved.
Let’s face it, if that basic consensus actually was reached, the implications for RC church life would be stupendous. But JDDJ hasn’t gotten much traction for reform in RC ecclesial life, and I don’t think it ever will (so, for e.g. you can still gain indulgences by going on pilgrimages etc, and the whole synergistic cult of Mary goes on, and the whole synergistic cult of political theology for that matter), because Catholics, other than ultra-conservative formerly Protestant apologists, that is - just don’t seem to be interested in the question of justification at all. They live within a different paradigm.
That’s why I think Mark Noll’s comment is completely unhelpful and even dangerous because it oversimplifies the problem. Yes, in the RC scheme, justification is subsumed into sanctification, but to the point almost of *non-existence* in regard to its outworking in RC piety. And therein lies the problem that 30 years of discussion hasn’t overcome: beneath the question of ecumenical agreements on this or that doctrine lies the problem of profoundly different structures of thought. 

9. on 12 Nov 2007 at 9:57 am   Tope
First of all, this whole Trent argument is a strawman, really. Anathemas/excommunications are for Catholics. They don’t apply to people who aren’t Catholics. Trent was a response to people who were apostatizing and teaching what was seen as heresy. It does not apply in the same way to people who have never been Catholic, or even to people who were raised Catholic but never really understood or believed the faith.

Also, I strongly encourage people to actually read the documents of the council of Trent. I think many Protestants would be surprised by how much of it they can agree with. I know I was, prior to my confirmation as a Catholic. This picking and choosing of one paragraph out of a large document doesn’t really do justice to either side of the discussion.

I think Mark Noll is partially right. I do think the disagreement between Catholics and Protestants over justification is partly, even mostly, one of semantics. Both sides seem to agree that good works are a part of salvation in some way - either as an evidence of it, or as part of “being saved.” Both sides agree that salvation is impossible apart from God’s grace. So it seems to me to be a distinction without a difference to argue that faith alone saves on the one hand or faith and works save on the other - since either way, salvation is all about divine grace and works will be present.

But while I think the difference between Catholics and Protestants is often smaller than both think, it’s also bigger than we tend to think, as well. One of the consequences of the Catholic understanding of salvation, of grace, and of the Incarnation is that we believe that people, places, and objects can be holy - and therefore, can be venerated. This incarnational theology is, in my mind, what really distinguishes Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and some Anglican or Lutheran churches from most of Protestantism. And it really is a profound difference. Coming to a truce on the question of justification is not going to make this disagreement go away.

Robert Sungenis is far from representative of “conservative Catholics.” To the contrary, he’s widely considered to be a crank who’s only a few steps short of outright heresy. Not only does he reject clear Catholic teaching on the place of Protestants in the Church, but he also holds virulently anti-Semitic views and insists that Christians are obligated to believe in geocentrism. He has been rebuked on more than one occasion by both lay Catholics and clerics. In short, he’s a nut.
R. Sungenis: These are the kinds of outrageous and derogatory charges I face on a daily basis. People hear bits and pieces of other peoples’ opinions and everyone becomes judge, jury and executioner. Few of these people ever come to me and ask what I really believe. It’s much easier, especially on Internet forums such as this one, to make a few sound-bite conclusions and ruin someone’s reputation within a few seconds. The fact is, no one has accused me of heresy, much less am I a “few steps short of it.” The only body that would have any official say in this is the Catholic Church, and they have not accused me of heresy, much less convicted me of it. I would suggest you stop listening to the opinions of arm-chair theologians who pontificate from their weblogs. For the record, where do I, as you accuse me, “reject clear Catholic teaching on the place of Protestants in the Church.” Did I ever say, “I know what the Catholic Church teaches on the place of Protestants, but I reject it”? No, so you need to stop the rhetoric and the ruining of my reputation from the hearsay on which you base it. As for the so-called “virulently anti-semitic views,” you’re just parroting more hearsay without coming to me and getting the real story. I am not “anti-semitic,” much less “virulently” so. In fact, one of my opponents used the term “virulently anti-semitic” against me in a Michigan newspaper and the newspaper was forced to retract it because they found out it was not true, and they allowed me to give my response. Am I critical of the Jews? You betcha. Do I hate the Jews? Not on your life. I’m critical of Protestants. Does that mean I hate you? Don’t listen to the propaganda. Listen to me. I think it’s a safe bet to get the truth from the horses mouth, don’t you? And no, I’m not a “nut.” If you think after reading my rationale responses in this forum that I’m a “nut,” then perhaps it’s you who needs to revamp what a nut is. Here’s a place to start: a “nut” is not someone who has a different opinion than you. END 

The question of the place of Protestants (and Orthodox) in the universal Church is addressed very explicitly and I think quite clearly in the Catechism and other Church documents. The brief answers to your questions are that no, Sungenis is not correct, and yes, Catholic doctrine does have a different way for accounting for people who have been raised Protestant. Separated Brethren is, in my opinion, an accurate, honest, and sincere description of how the Catholic Church sees Protestant communities. Both Sungenis and his views on this and many topics are far from mainstream, even in “conservative” wings of Catholicism. I imagine he has a following among some of the extreme traditionalists, but they aren’t mainstream either.
R. Sungenis: All this, of course, was based on a presumed opinion of what I understood “separated brethren” to mean, and the presumption that I believed all Protestants were going to hell based on Trent’s anathemas. But I think I have set the record straight. And again, as regards Justification, the only Catholics who might disagree with some of the things in my book, Not By Faith Alone, are the liberals. The mainstream conservative Catholics, whose names I have given above, have heartily endorsed my book, and it has the Church’s imprimatur. END 

10. on 12 Nov 2007 at 10:16 am   David
I met and had lunch with Sugenis a few years ago (along with a couple of aquaintances, one of whom is a Catholic convert), and while I don’t remember all the specifics of the conversation, I definitely came away from it with the impression that Sugenis is not representative of the mainstream of Catholic apologetics and is really quite fixated on imterpreting Catholic teaching about Protestantism in the least generous possible manner. ALso, when you factor in the fact that Sugenis rejects heliocentrism (or at least did at one time - I cannot find his website now), you can see this this is a person who is far from the mainstream. 
R. Sungenis: Gee, I wonder who this might be? I only know a few “David’s” in my travels, and of those I’ve only had lunch with far fewer. This is what I hate about Internet forums. Everyone either gives a pseudonym or their first name, but no one ever knows who they are talking to! It is a most amazing cultural and psychological phenomenon in our modern age. The problem is, the anonymity breeds gossip and innuendo like nobody’s child, and the above is a good example of that. What is said above is designed for nothing but to poison me against the readers of this forum without giving any specifics of what positions are not “mainstream,” and then adding in the demagoguery of my cosmological views, as if this has anything to do with Justification. END 
11. on 12 Nov 2007 at 2:40 pm   Joseph
I think Tope makes a good point. Between Catholics and Protestants the Justification conversation need not be about Faith Alone or Faith and Works because if we’re honest we’re all saying the same thing: having Faith implies living that faith in the context of Love. 

The main difference I see between the Protestants and Catholics regarding justification is the protestant teaching of impuation (I don’t know if all protestants teach this or not) vs. the Catholic one of Transformation. 
R. Sungenis: Yes, Imputation is a major difference, but the view of works is also a major difference. Basically it is this: Protestants believe that work cannot give the individual justification. But Catholics also believe the same. The first Canon of the Council of Trent says so: “If anyone shall say that man can be justified before God by his own works which are done either by his own natural powers, or through the teaching of the Law, and without divine grace through Christ Jesus: let him be anathema.” So what is the problem, then? Well, the Catholic Church also wants to answer passages like James 2:21-24 and Romans 2:13 but by taking them at face value and without twisting them or redefining their terms to suit a preconceived theology. If James says we are “justified by works and not by faith alone” then the Catholic Church will believe we are justified by works in addition to faith. They will not, under any circumstances, try to answer the issue by saying that James is using a different meaning for the word “justification” than Paul. Justification is justification. It does not change. The answer, the Church says, is that when Paul condemns justification by works in Romans 4:1-4 he is condemning the idea that God is required to PAY us for our work with salvation. God owes no man anything, least of all those who avoid their sins and try to work to impress God and get him on the hook, as it were, to pay them with salvation. In this the Catholic Church believes the same way as Protestants. But we still have to answer James. Works DO justify, and they justify in the same way that faith does. The solution is to understand that salvation is a gift, a reward, not a payment. If someone works with an eye toward obligating God to pay him, that is anathema. But if someone works hoping that God will reward them from his graciousness, not from obligation, then we have a completely different ballgame. God is not obligated to pay you for your faith is he? He recognizes faith by the same graciousness that he can recognize works. Justification is never a payment. It is a gracious reward for both our faith and our works. The problem comes in when Protestants refuse to see work as something that can be graciously rewarded rather than the result of a legal payment. But once you catch this difference, then everything becomes so easy to understand.  END
12. on 12 Nov 2007 at 3:42 pm   SusanF
iMonk, I think I first found your blog through Mark Shea’s “Catholic and Enjoying It” blogroll, so I’m surprised that you don’t know that he’s a fairly moderate convert who has posted extensively on his travails with Sugenis.
I read many Catholic apologia blogs and the above posters are correct in pointing out that Sugenis is at least very close to being a sedavanctist and waaay out of the mainstream of official Catholic teaching. It is also correct to point out his anti-Semitism, which has been at odds with the Catechetical teachings for awhile (alas, not long enough) now.
Let’s hear Noll have a discussion with small “o”rthodox Catholic layfolk such as Amy Welborn and Mark Shea. I would truly be interested. But Sugenis is not representative of Catholic thought, except that of disaffected rad trads who feel that Vatican II was the fruit of Satan. 
R. Sungenis: Here’s another one. Who is “SusanF”? Susan has no problem using other peoples’ names (e.g., Mark Shea, Amy Welborn, Mark Noll) but she won’t use her own name. Why is that? And then she hasn’t even spelled my name correctly (she write “Sugenis” when the correct spelling is Sungenis) so how well can SusanF really know me if she can’t even spell my name? I’ve never talked with her. She’s never written to me and sought my side of the story, yet she writes like she knows me so well. The truth is, SusanF is only listening to other people’s gossip about me. For the record, SusanF, I’m not a sedevacantist and not even close to being one; I’m not an anti-semite, and not even close to being one, although I will criticize Jewish theology; I am not a “rad trad” who thinks Vatican II was the “fruit of Satan, and, in fact, I have broken ranks with many traditionalists because their views are too extreme. Vatican II was a valid and legitimate council of the Catholic Church, and it contains no dogmatic error. As for Mark Shea, he has an opinion just like everyone else, but neither he nor Amy Welborn have even a baccalaureate degree in theology, much less have they written a book on Justification that has received the praise of the very people with whom Mark Shea rubs shoulders today. But Mark Shea (so I’m told recently by my friend, James White) calls up people like James White and tells him that I’m not representative of Catholic teaching. Of course, Mr. Shea didn’t believe that when we discussed the topic of my other book, Not By Scripture Alone, since Shea is one of the contributors to the book, nor did he have any disagreements with Not By Faith Alone, since we were both on EWTN television program teaching and endorsing it. Shea has made it his life’s goal to castigate me now only because I’m critical of the Jews and because I choose to believe the sun goes around the earth. END

on 12 Nov 2007 at 3:50 pm   Michael Spencer
Several replies to several comments.

1. I don’t read or listen to Mark Shea. Not sure how I wound up linked over there.

2. Michael Horton interview Sungenis.

3. I am not an expert on Catholic apologetics. I don’t listen to it or read it at all. Doesn’t have a good effect on me.

4. I was not aware of anything about Sungenis other than what is on his web site/bio and that Michael Horton was interviewing him.

5. Are you folks who are suggesting Sungenis was a bad choice saying that his description of Trent is not true?

6. Trent is for Catholics? So I can knowingly reject the RC view without consequence because I’m a Protestant in a sea of error? 

13. on 12 Nov 2007 at 5:13 pm   Fr Alvin Kimel
I agree with those who contend that Sungenis does not represent the Catholic mainstream. He is one Catholic voice. His book Not by Faith Alone should definitely be read and considered. But his views do not stand within the mainstream teaching of the Catholic Church. 
R. Sungenis: Well, thank you Fr. Alvin Kimel for at least saying that Not By Faith Alone should definitely be read and considered. As for who is in the mainstream, that is a matter of opinion, is it not? Are you saying that all the people who endorsed my book on Justification are not in the mainstream? 

Did the Catholic Church ever make a statement saying that my views on Justification were “not in the mainstream”? No, in fact, my book has an imprimatur, and the bishop who gave me the imprimatur said it was one of the best books he ever read on the subject.

What is more likely the case, Fr. Kimel, is that you are more of a liberal theological bent and consider your liberal views more in the mainstream than the conservative views. The better way to address this is to tell Mr. Spencer that there is a great divide today between liberals like yourself and conservatives like me in the Catholic Church. That would be the fairest way to handle our differences. END

The JDDJ may not enjoy magisterial authority within the Catholic Church–Catholics may, and some do, criticize it (see, e.g., Christopher Malloy, Engrafted into Christ and Avery Cardinal Dulles)–yet it does enjoy some level of unspecified theological authority. One may certainly believe and teach that the Joint Declaration faithfully represents the teaching of the Catholic Church. Consider, e.g., the judgment of Fr Edward Oakes, the English translator of so many writings of Hans Urs von Balthsasar:

“Based on that Declaration, I hold that Catholics can no longer regard the issue of justification as inherently church-dividing. I would further add that once the Vatican formally signed it, Trent must henceforth be seen through the lens of that Joint Statement. Of course, neither that statement nor later joint statements, should they come about, can be interpreted to countermand Trent either. But isn’t that the job of the Magisterium to make sure they don’t? And once the Vatican signs on to a joint statement, should that not become the primary doctrinal determinant for interpreting Trent in light of Vatican II? Come to think of it, should not Trent always be interpreted through the lens of Vatican II as well?” 

Sungenis looks like a person who hasn’t quite gotten the hang on how dogma works and develops in the Catholic Church. 

R. Sungenis: For the record, I helped Christopher Malloy on his work many years before he published Engrafted into Christ, so I know the story pretty well. As for your opinion that the JDDJ has an “unspecified theological authority,” the operative word there is “unspecified,” because I don’t know anyone in the Catholic Church with official authority who has given the JDDJ any specific authority. Cardinal Cassidy is certainly not an authority on the subject of Justification, and he is the only Catholic who signed the document. Cardinal Ratzinger not only refused to sign it, but he refused to go to Germany to witness the signing. The pope didn’t sign it, and no one else of ecclesiastical authority did so either. So it has no “authority,” per se. But the pope did sign the Council of Trent’s documents, and thus, the Council of Trent remains our authority on the subject of Justification. The pope also signed the 1994 Catholic Catechism, and thus it remains the only other authorized document from the reigning pontiff that clarifies what the Council of Trent taught. Do you disagree with that Fr. Kimel? If so, then it is you who is not in the mainstream of Catholic thought, since Councils and Catechisms speak for themselves, as do Joint Declarations that are unsigned by the pope. END

I strongly recommend that Protestants seeking to understand the developing teaching of the Catholic Church on justification should avoid internet apologists. As far as I can tell, most of them have not taken the time to immerse themselves in the literature. Over at another site, I have made some suggestions for start-up reading. 

I also agree with the commentator above who states that Catholics really do not think a lot about justification. This is true. Neither did the Church Fathers. What Catholics do think and write a lot about is grace. 
R. Sungenis: Fr. Kimel, it looks to me that you are the one who doesn’t know what the Catholic Church teaches on justification. Until you can find it in yourself to direct Protestants to the dogmatic teaching on Justification defined by our Church at Trent, then you really shouldn’t be directing Protestants in this field at all. How it comes to be that a Catholic priest has no qualms about ignoring the most dogmatic council the Church ever had on the subject of salvation is beyond me. It just shows how liberalism has so infected the Catholic Church that priests can’t even see a Council as authoritative any longer. If you’re not convinced by Trent, then try the 1994 Catechism, because it says the same things as Trent on the topic of Justification. If you find any differences, then please let me know.

The bottom line is this: the Council of Trent is the highest and only dogmatic and official statement on Justification in the Catholic Church. The only way it could lose that status is if the Catholic Church came out with an official and binding statement that disannulled the Council of Trent on Justification. Until that day happens (but it will never happen, because the Church cannot change what it considers infallible dogma) then it stands as the official and binding statement on Justification, superseding all other opinions, joint declarations, internet forums, or what have you. My book, Not By Faith Alone gives the Catholic doctrine of Justification from the perspective of the Council of Trent. Disagree with it if you desire, but at least recognize it for what it is.
Well, this is all I have time for today. I hope I have clarified the theological misunderstandings and put to rest a lot of the gossip that is swirling around about me. If anyone has any questions I will be happy to answer them if you write to me at cairomeo@aol.com.

In Christ,

Robert Sungenis
