
The Catholic Church is often accused of changing her 
teachings, inventing doctrines, or simply exercising human power over 
religion.  But if we’re going to understand Catholicism correctly, we 
must understand two foundational realities that stand at the very heart 
of the Church’s life: the Magisterium and the Catechism. 

These aren’t secondary issues.  They’re essential to 
understanding how the Catholic faith has remained unified and 
recognizable for two thousand years. 

Today, I’m going to talk about what the Magisterium actually 
is, why Christ established it, how it functions in the life of the Church, 
and how the great catechisms of Catholic history — especially the 
Roman Catechism, the Baltimore Catechism, and the modern 
Catechism — help preserve and communicate the faith. 

We’ll begin with the Magisterium. 
The word “Magisterium” comes from the Latin word magister, 

meaning “teacher.”  The Magisterium is the official teaching authority of 
the Catholic Church.  It refers specifically to the Pope and the bishops 
in union with him, who have the responsibility of authentically 
interpreting and safeguarding Divine Revelation. 

That phrase — Divine Revelation — is important. 
Catholics believe that God — the Holy Trinity — chose to 

reveal Himself in time, definitively in the human flesh of Jesus Christ, 
and that Christ entrusted His teachings to the Apostles.  Those teachings 
were handed on first through Sacred Tradition and second through 
Sacred Scripture.  Together, they form what the Church calls the 
Deposit of Faith. 

The Magisterium doesn’t create this Deposit of Faith.  It 
protects it, explains it, and hands it down faithfully generation after 
generation. 

This is one of the most misunderstood aspects of Catholicism. 



Many people imagine the Pope sitting alone somewhere 
“making up doctrines and rules.”  But the Church has never taught that. 

The Church can’t invent a new Gospel.  She can’t reverse 
Divine Revelation.  She can’t suddenly decide that truth changes 
because society or culture changes. 

Instead, the Magisterium acts as a guardian and servant of what 
Christ revealed once and for all. 

The roots of this authority are found directly in the Sacred 
Scriptures. 

In Saint Matthew’s Gospel, Our Lord says to Saint Peter: 
“Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build My Church.” 
Then He gives Peter the keys to the kingdom of heaven. 
In the ancient world, the giving of keys symbolized governing 

authority.  Christ was establishing an office. 
Later, in Saint Luke’s Gospel, Christ tells Peter: 
“I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail; and when 

you have turned again, strengthen your brethren.” 
And after the Resurrection, Christ tells Peter three times: 
“Feed my sheep.” 
At the same time, the Apostles collectively were given authority 

to teach and govern in Christ’s name. 
In Saint Matthew, Christ tells the Apostles: 
“He who hears you hears Me.” 
This is extraordinary language.  Christ binds His own authority 

to the teaching mission of the Apostles. 
From the earliest centuries, Christians understood this very 

clearly.  The bishops were viewed as successors of the Apostles — 
entrusted with preserving the true faith against error and division. 

And history shows why this authority was necessary. 



Almost immediately, heresies began appearing in the early 
Church.  Some denied Christ’s divinity.  Others denied His humanity.  
Some rejected the Trinity.  Others distorted the sacraments or morality. 

Without an authoritative Church, Christianity would have 
collapsed into endless contradictions, as we’ve seen since the protestant 
revolt of the 16th century. 

Instead, the bishops gathered in councils — such as the 
Council of Nicaea in 325 — to define and defend orthodox teaching.  
Orthodox, here, doesn’t mean the Eastern Rite believers, but rather right 
or sound teaching. 

When we recite the Nicene Creed at Mass, we are hearing the 
voice of the Magisterium protecting the truth about Christ.  We are 
praying these truths. 

Now, the Magisterium operates in different ways. 
Sometimes the Church teaches through what is called the 

Ordinary Magisterium. This refers to the consistent, universal teaching 
of the bishops throughout the world in union with the Pope. 

For example, the Church’s teaching on the sanctity of human 
life or the immorality of adultery belongs to this ordinary and universal 
teaching authority. 

At other times, the Church teaches through the Extraordinary 
Magisterium.  This occurs when an ecumenical council (such as the 
Council of Trent or the First Vatican Council) defines doctrine, or when 
the Pope speaks ex cathedra — meaning officially and definitively on 
matters of faith and morals from his chair — his seat of authority. 

Now, this brings us to another widely misunderstood subject: 
papal infallibility. 

Many people think Catholics believe the Pope is incapable of 
error in everything he says.  That is not true. 



Popes can and do sin.  They can and do make bad prudential 
decisions.  They can and do speak imprecisely in interviews or personal 
opinions. 

Papal infallibility is actually very limited and specific. 
It means that when the Pope formally defines a doctrine 

concerning faith or morals to be held by the entire Church, Christ 
protects the Church from doctrinal error. 

Why? 
Because Christ promised that the gates of hell would not 

prevail against His Church. 
If the Church could officially teach falsehood in matters of 

salvation, then Christ’s promises would fail. 
The Magisterium exists, therefore, not as a rival to Tradition or 

Scripture, but as their authentic interpreter. 
This is important because Scripture itself warns about the 

dangers of private interpretation. 
Saint Peter writes that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of 

one’s own interpretation. 
And history demonstrates the consequences of rejecting a 

central teaching authority. 
After the protestant revolt in the 16th century, thousands of 

denominations emerged — all claiming Biblical support while 
disagreeing on Baptism, salvation, the Mass, Church authority, divorce, 
morality, and even the nature of Christ Himself. 

The Catholic Church, despite every human weakness within 
her members, has maintained doctrinal continuity for twenty centuries 
because the Magisterium serves as a stabilizing and preserving authority. 

This, then, brings us naturally to the Catechism. 
A catechism is a systematic summary of Catholic doctrine used 

for teaching the faith. 



The Church has used catechetical instruction from the earliest 
centuries, especially when preparing converts for Baptism. 

But several catechisms became especially influential in our 
Catholic history. 

One of the most important, and the first printed, was the 
Roman Catechism — issued after the Council of Trent in the 16th 
century. 

The protestant revolt had created doctrinal chaos throughout 
Europe.  Many Catholics themselves lacked proper formation. So, the 
Church responded not only by condemning error, but by clearly 
teaching truth. 

The Roman Catechism, published under Saint Pius V in 1566, 
was primarily intended for priests so they could teach consistently and 
accurately. 

It emphasized four pillars: 
The Creed. 
The Sacraments. 
The Commandments. 
And Prayer. 
That structure remains influential even today. 
The Roman Catechism was deeply theological, yet pastoral.  It 

explained not only what Catholics believe, but how those beliefs shape 
Christian life. 

Then, centuries later, in the United States, the Baltimore 
Catechism became enormously influential. 

Developed in the late 19th century by the American bishops, it 
used a question-and-answer format designed especially for children. 

Its simplicity made it memorable. 
Many older Catholics can still recite its answers from memory. 
“Why did God make you?” 



“God made me to know Him, to love Him, and to serve Him 
in this world, and to be happy with Him forever in the next.” 

That clarity formed generations of Catholics with a solid 
doctrinal foundation. 

Then, after some tumultuous years that followed the Second 
Vatican Council, Pope John Paul II oversaw the creation of the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church —published in English in 1994. 

This catechism is universal in scope and deeply rooted in 
Tradition, Scripture, the Fathers of the Church, the saints, and the 
revised liturgy. 

Like the Roman Catechism, it follows the fourfold structure of 
Creed, Sacraments, morality, and prayer. 

What makes it so valuable is that it presents Catholicism as an 
interconnected whole. 

Doctrine is connected to worship. 
Worship is connected to prayer. 
Prayer is connected to living. 
And all of it is centered on Christ. 
Now, how do we incorporate the Magisterium and the 

Catechism into daily life? 
First, Catholics should actually read the Catechism regularly. 
Many own one that simply gathers dust on a shelf. 
Read a few paragraphs each day.  Look up topics that confuse 

you.  Follow its Scriptural references. 
Second, when questions arise about controversial subjects, go 

first to authoritative Church teaching rather than internet arguments or 
social media personalities. 

Too many Catholics are formed more by YouTube algorithms 
than by the Church. 

Third, parents should reclaim catechesis in the home. 



For centuries, families memorized prayers, commandments, 
virtues, and basic doctrines together. 

The home was a place of formation. 
That desperately needs to return. 
And finally, Catholics should view obedience to the 

Magisterium correctly. 
The modern world treats authority as oppressive.  But 

authentic authority exists to protect truth and guide souls toward 
salvation. 

The Church teaches not to dominate consciences, but to 
preserve people from error. 

Because truth matters. 
Doctrine matters. 
Salvation matters. 
The Magisterium and the Catechism ultimately exist for one 

purpose: to help human beings know the truth revealed by God, 
worship Him rightly, and attain eternal life. 

In our world filled with confusion, contradiction, and 
instability, this enduring clarity is one of the great gifts the Church offers 
to mankind. 

 


