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People sometimes ask why I emphasize in homilies or the written word the importance of being 
Roman Catholic. This question prompted me to return to an article written some years ago by 
Reverend John J. O'Donnell in AMERICA (10/16/76) entitled “Handing on the Catholic Tradition.” 
Father O'Donnell recognized a serious crisis both of understanding and of confidence within the 
Catholic community because we have lost confidence in our ability to know how to pass on our 
tradition and, more fundamentally, have become uncertain of what exactly we want to hand on. 
While recognizing that our common Christian faith transcends denominational differences, 
Father O'Donnell believes it is important for us to articulate and communicate the riches of our 
own Catholic tradition. Essential to this process is an involvement in a tradition. !
At the heart of our tradition is the dramatic encounter between God and the human race which 
reaches its climax in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. The story of Jesus must become our story 
as a Church, a People or God. This involves more than the knowledge of facts, but rather the 
interpretation of that story for each generation whereby each of us is transformed because of 
our encounter with the Lord. Catholic tradition is the history of the Catholic approach to living the 
story of Jesus. !
Catholic tradition emphasizes especially God's presence and immanence in creation. The 
Incarnation of Jesus tells us that Jesus has made our history and our world His own. The signs 
and symbols of our faith tradition are constant reminders to us of the divine presence, especially 
through the sacraments which grace the important moments of human experience. Catholic 
tradition also gives us a strong sense of being a people. Being Catholic is the result of a free 
decision, but it is something more. It is being involved in a whole culture, a way of life, an 
approach to human experience which goes beyond boundaries of cities or states, languages or 
ethnic backgrounds. Being Catholic also conveys a strong sense of authority. Father O'Donnell 
writes that “by the end of the first century, the role of the bishops was already highly developed, 
so much that Ignatius of Antioch could say that where the bishop is, there is the ‘Catholic 
Church’”. Another dimension of being Catholic is the need to understand the mystery of our faith 
with the help of other sciences. This helps us to appreciate theology as faith seeking 
understanding. !
Father O'Donnell’s final insight into Catholic tradition is its emphasis on spirituality. This 
spirituality calls for growth in prayer and asceticism. The Catholic tradition has produced 
masters of the spiritual life such as St. Benedict, Theresa of Avila, and Thomas Merton.  !
The best way to share our Catholic tradition is to have people experience it. The whole process 
of the Christian Initiation of Adults is an excellent example of inviting, encouraging and 
supporting others to become part of the Catholic community. The family has a special role and 
responsibility to play in sharing our tradition through rituals that are home-centered and family 
related. The stories of Scripture and the lives of saints are resources that should be part of every 
family experience. !
It would be tragic to lose our roots, of not knowing and having a sense of our heritage. The 
same is true of being Catholic. Tradition helps us know who we are and where we are going. 
Father O'Donnell concludes by reminding us of our obligation today to pass our tradition on. I 
agree wholeheartedly! 
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What’s so important about being Catholic? 


