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Robert Barron : Catholicism: A Journey to the Heart of the Faith  before purchasing it in order to gage whether or 
not it would be worth my time, and all praised Catholicism: A Journey to the Heart of the Faith: 

333 of 340 people found the following review helpful. The best single-volume introduction to CatholicismBy Brandon 
VogtWhen defining Catholicism, many first turn to its unique practices and characters--the Mass, the sacraments, 
Mary, priests, and the Pope. Others point to its intellectual traits--its distinctive apologetics, theology, and 
philosophy.In his new book, Catholicism: A Journey to the Heart of the Faith (Image, hardcover, 304 pages), Fr. 
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Robert Barron explores these typical characteristics but doesn't stop there. He looks through many more lenses to 
reveal the core of Catholicism.Barron is not just concerned with what's good and true about the Catholic tradition but 
also what's beautiful. The Catholic faith is not just a matter of the mind and the soul but of the body and the senses. 
Therefore if we want to fully understand "the Catholic thing", we need to gaze on art, history, culture, music, 
literature, and architecture:"In order to grasp (Catholicism) more fully, we have to read the Gospels, the Epistles of 
Paul, the Confessions of St. Augustine, the Summa Theologiae of Thomas Aquinas, The Divine Comedy of Dante, 
Saint John of the Cross' Ascent of Mount Carmel, The Story of a Soul of Therese of Lisieux, among many other texts. 
But we also have to look and listen.We must consult the Cathedral of Chartres, the Sainte-Chapelle, the Arena Chapel, 
the Sistine Chapel ceiling, Bernini's Ecstasy of Saint Teresa; the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Grunewald's 
Crucifixion in the Isenheim Altarpiece, the soaring melodies of Gregorian chant, the Masses of Mozart, and the motets 
of Palestrina."In his Catholicism book, as well as in his epic ten-part film series with the same name, that's exactly 
what Barron does. Over the last five years he's traveled to more than fifty locations from Rome to Jerusalem to India to 
Poland to highlight the Catholic tradition in all of its splendor, richness, texture, and genius. The film series will debut 
in October on PBS stations across the country, but the Catholicism book will be available in September.To be blunt, 
this is simply the best book on Catholicism I've ever read. And I've read a lot of them. Without hyperbole, I can say 
that this will now be the first book I'll recommend to anyone exploring the Catholic faith.Barron is a systematic 
theologian at heart, and Catholicism presents a complete tapestry of God and his Church. The book touches upon 
every facet of Catholicism--Jesus, the apostles, Mary, the Church, the saints, prayer, the sacraments, and more.The 
content in the book aligns very closely with the scripts from the film series. In fact the book devotes one chapter to 
each episode in the series. But since "the medium is the message", the book communicates Barron's content differently 
than the documentary does.For instance, one of the most complex chapters concerns the existence and character of 
God. It's titled "That Than Which Nothing Greater Can Be Thought", an allusion to St. Anselm's famous ontological 
argument. In the film series, Barron's dense philosophical arguments can be tough to track. Moving fast they can fade 
behind the stunning visuals. But the text in the book makes it easy to read slowly and grasp each concept before 
moving on (it also lets you flip back if you want a refresher.)On the other hand, having seen large chunks of the film 
series, the book can't compete with the film's astonishing images and music. The book does include more than one 
hundred black-and-white photos along with an eight-page color insert. But in the film, Barron's words are illumined as 
you see the very places, culture, and artwork he is speaking about.When he explains the Incarnation, for example, he 
doesn't just present his image of a strange baby King who thwarts the violent Roman Empire--he stands at the site of 
the Nativity. He doesn't just describe the vibrant celebration of the Ugandan martyrs--he takes you to Africa so you 
can see the tribal excitement for yourself. So while the book makes it easier to digest the more complex material, it 
does lack the visual and audible flair of the film series.Those familiar with Fr. Barron's other materials will quickly 
recognize his favorite themes in this book. For instance, the "loop of grace" and the non-violent, non-competitive 
nature of God are seen throughout. And his chapter on the saints, one of the book's most exhilarating, recalls material 
from The Priority of Christ.In this chapter he profiles four holy women--a not so subtle reply to those who accuse the 
Church of being anti-feminist. Therese of Lisieux, Katherine Drexel, Edith Stein, and Mother Teresa exemplify what 
Barron calls "elevated virtue" and they let us taste the wildly diverse community of saints.Barron also applies his 
characteristic intelligence and artistry to the peculiar teachings of Jesus, the missionary zeal of Peter and Paul, the 
central importance of Mary, the riches of Catholic spirituality, and even death, judgment, heaven, and hell.Catholicism 
closes with a grand crescendo, climbing and trumpeting toward one of the most stirring conclusions I've ever read. The 
whole book flows similarly to Dante's Divine Comedy. When you finish Catholicism, just like finishing Dante's 
Paradiso, your soul is left soaring.Ultimately, Catholicism stands as Barron's magnum opus, the culmination of his 
life's work so far. Which means it's the best work from one of the world's best theologians, a monumental gift to the 
Church. RCIA programs across the country should adopt the book as a foundational text, and through Word on Fire's 
own study program, parishes should use the film series and book to reignite the passion of their flock.One reviewer 
described the book and film series as "the most vivid catechism ever created." And I think he's right. This will go 
down as the greatest catechetical tool of our generation, the premier, single-volume book on Catholicism.In a culture 
hungry for truth, Catholicism offers answers. To people searching for goodness, it provides the path toward sainthood. 
In a world desperate for beauty, this book ravishes.If you're a Catholic, get this book and discover the radiance of your 
faith.If you're not a Catholic, get this book and glimpse the Church's splendor, maybe for the first time.If you know a 
young person, an RCIA candidate, or a fallen away Catholic burned out by religion, let this book spark new 
wonder.Whoever you are, and for whoever you know, buy this book. I simply can't give it a higher recommendation.1 
of 1 people found the following review helpful. A must read for Catholics and anyone considering becoming 
Catholic.By Karen WhooleyWonderfully written. Anyone wanting a good and thorough look at the Catholic faith, this 
book is for you. Marvelous, enchanting and filled with what we believe.0 of 0 people found the following review 
helpful. Great Overview of the Faith!By Cowboy 1This is a splendid overview of the faith. Bishop Barron writes in an 
engaging style, at once accessible to all, with solid academic and historical references included. Even my Southern 
Baptist friends enjoyed both the book and the "mini-series" which is the basis for the book.



What I propose to do in this book is to take you on a guided exploration of the Catholic world, but not in the manner of 
a docent, for I am not interested in showing you the artifacts of Catholicism as though they were dusty objets dart in a 
museum of culture. I want to function rather as a mystagogue, conducting you ever deeper into the mystery of the 
incarnation in the hopes that you might be transformed by its power. Father Robert Barron What is Catholicism? A 
2,000-year-old living tradition? A worldview? A way of life? A relationship? A mystery? In Catholicism Father 
Robert Barron examines all these questions and more, seeking to capture the body, heart and mind of the Catholic 
faith.Starting from the essential foundation of Jesus Christs incarnation, life, and teaching, Father Barron moves 
through the defining elements of Catholicism--from sacraments, worship, and prayer, to Mary, the Apostles, and 
Saints, to grace, salvation, heaven, and hell--using his distinct and dynamic grasp of art, literature, architecture, 
personal stories, Scripture, theology, philosophy, and history to present the Church to the world. Paired with his 
documentary film series of the same title, Catholicism is an intimate journey, capturing The Catholic Thing in all its 
depth and beauty. Eclectic, unique, and inspiring, Father Barron brings the faith to life for a new generation, in a style 
that is both faithful to timeless truths, while simultaneously speaking in the language of contemporary life.

Clarity, intelligence, passion and elegance these are the marks of a writer in top form, and Father Barron brings all 
these gifts to bear in this extraordinary reflection on the Catholic faith.If you read one book this year on what 
Catholics believe and why, this is the book to read and to share with others. Charles J. Chaput, O.F.M. Cap, 
Archbishop of PhiladelphiaFather Robert Barrons Catholicism: A Journey to the Heart of the Faith takes a path less 
traveled in leading us to explore the faith through stories, biographies, and images. In these pages, we meet the Word 
made Flesh not only in theological formulations, but also in saints and poets, cathedrals and chants, priests and 
prophets. What makes Catholicism so compelling are the ways in which Father Barron shows how the Incarnation 
goes on in the true, the good, and the beautiful. Timothy M. Dolan, Archbishop of New YorkCatholicism is one of the 
most significant efforts ever to advance what Pope John Paul II called The New Evangelization. George Weigel, 
author of Witness to Hope and The End and the BeginningPrepare yourself for an entrancing tour of the many facets 
of Catholicism. From Her art to Her architecture, Her theological riches, to the inspired personalities that have filled 
Her pews, the Catholic Church is laid bare by a priest who is more than up to the task. Like the Faith it seeks to 
capture, it is a journey that will leave you full and then hungering for more. Raymond Arroyo, New York Times 
Bestselling Author of Mother Angelica and host of EWTN's The World Over LiveFather Robert Barron is a brilliant 
academic, a popular writer, a seeker and a seer. In Catholicism he illuminates truths that have the power to set us 
free.It will be a benchmark book for years to come. Michael Leach, author of Why Stay Catholic?When Father Barron 
is talking, I can't stop listening. Whatever he writes, I can't put down unfinished. He loves the people he addresses. He 
writes about what matters to us. To read him is to be loved in word after word. In these pages, heart speaks to heart. 
Mike Aquilina, co-author of The Mass: The Glory, the Mystery, the TraditionFather Robert Barrons great gift is to 
wed intellectual depth with clarity and vividness of expression. His Catholicism: A Journey to the Heart of the Faith is 
a superb exploration of the Catholic vision that seamlessly unites theological reflection and masterpieces of 
architecture and art. The story he tells comes truly alive in his portraits of concrete men and women who, in every age, 
have lived the journey of faith to the full. Rev. Robert Imbelli is Associate Professor of Theology at Boston 
CollegeAbout the AuthorBishop Robert Barron is the founder ofWord on Fire Catholic Ministriesand Auxiliary 
Bishop of the Archdiocese of Los Angeles. He is alsothe host ofCATHOLICISM, a groundbreaking, award-winning 
documentary about the Catholic Faith, which aired on PBS. Bishop Barron is a #1 bestselling author and has published 
numerous books, essays, and articles on theology and the spiritual life.He is a religion correspondent for NBC and has 
also appeared on FOX News, CNN, and EWTN.Excerpt. Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Chapter 
1AMAZED AND AFRAID: THE REVELATION OF GOD BECOME MANIt all begins with a jest. The essence of 
comedy is the coming together of opposites, the juxtaposition of incongruous things. So we laugh when an adult 
speaks like a child or when a simple man finds himself lost amid the complexities of sophisticated society. The central 
claim of Christianity--still startling after two thousand years--is that God became human. The Creator of the cosmos, 
who transcends any definition or concept, took to himself a nature like ours, becoming one of us. Christianity asserts 
that the infinite and the finite met, that the eternal and the temporal embraced, that the fashioner of the galaxies and 
planets became a baby too weak even to raise his head. And to make the humor even more pointed, this Incarnation of 
God was first made manifest not in Rome, Athens, or Babylon, not in a great cultural or political capital, but in 
Bethlehem of Judea, a tiny outpost in the corner of the Roman Empire. One might laugh derisively at this joke--as 
many have over the centuries--but, as G. K. Chesterton observed, the heart of even the most skeptical person is 
changed simply for having heard this message. Christian believers up and down the years are those who have laughed 
with delight at this sacred joke and have never tired of hearing it repeated, whether it is told in the sermons of 
Augustine, the arguments of Aquinas, the frescos of Michelangelo, the stained glass of Chartres, the mystical poetry of 
Teresa of Avila, or the little way of Therese of Lisieux. It has been suggested that the heart of sin is taking oneself too 
seriously. Perhaps this is why God chose to save us by making us laugh.One of the most important things to 
understand about Christianity is that it is not primarily a philosophy or a system of ethics or a religious ideology. It is a 



relationship to the unsettling person of Jesus Christ, to the God-man. Someone stands at the center of Christian 
concern. Though Christian thinkers have used philosophical ideas and cultural constructs to articulate the meaning of 
the faith--sometimes in marvelously elaborate ways--they never, at their best, wander far from the very particular and 
unnerving first-century rabbi from Nazareth. But who precisely was he? We know next to nothing about the first thirty 
years of Jesuss life. Though people have speculated wildly about these hidden years--that he traveled to India to learn 
the wisdom of the Buddha; that he sojourned in Egypt where he became adept at healing, and so forth--no reliable 
information concerning Jesuss youth and young manhood exists, except perhaps the tantalizing story in Lukes Gospel 
about the finding of Jesus in the temple. Since Joseph, the husband of Mary, Jesuss mother, is described as a carpenter, 
we can safely assume that Jesus apprenticed to the carpentry trade while growing up. As far as we can determine, 
Jesus was not formally trained in a rabbinic school, nor was he educated to be a temple priest or a scribe, nor was he a 
devotee of the Pharisees, the Sadducees, or the Essenes--all recognized religious parties with particular convictions, 
practices, and doctrinal proclivities. He was, if I can use a somewhat anachronistic term, a layman.And this made his 
arrival on the public scene all the more astounding. For this Nazarene carpenter, with no formal religious education or 
affiliation, began to speak and act with an unprecedented authority. To the crowds who listened to him preach, he 
blithely declared, You have heard that it was said...but I say... (Mt 5:2148). He was referring, of course, to the Torah, 
the teaching of Moses, the court of final appeal to any faithful rabbi; therefore he was claiming for himself an 
authority greater than that of Israels most significant teacher and lawgiver. To a paralyzed man, he says, Courage, 
child, your sins are forgiven (Mt 9:2). Grasping the outrageousness of this assertion, the bystanders remark to 
themselves, This man is blaspheming (Mt 2:3). Moreover, Jesus demonstrated a mastery over the very forces of 
nature. He tamed the storm that threatened to swamp his disciples boat; he rebuked the dark powers; he opened deaf 
ears and brought vision back to sightless eyes; he not only pardoned the paralyzed mans sins--he took away his 
paralysis; he even raised the daughter of Jairus back to life. All of this made Jesus a figure of utter fascination. Again 
and again we hear in the Gospels how word of him spread throughout the country and how the crowds kept coming at 
him from all sides: and on finding him [the disciples] said, Everyone is looking for you (Mk 1:37). Why were they 
drawn to him? Some undoubtedly wanted to witness or benefit from his supernatural power; others wanted to hear the 
words of an unsurpassably charismatic rabbi; still others simply wanted to commune with a celebrity. But I think its 
fair to assume that all of them were wondering just who this man was.Midway through his public ministry, Jesus 
ventured with his disciples to the northern reaches of the Promised Land, to the region of Caesarea-Philippi, near the 
present-day Golan Heights, and there he posed just that question: Who do people say that I am? (Mk 8:27). Were so 
accustomed to hearing this question in the Gospels that weve lost a sense of its peculiarity. He didnt ask them what 
people thought about his teaching or what impression he was making, or how the crowds were interpreting his actions--
reasonable enough questions. He wanted to know what they thought about his identity, his being. And this question--
reiterated by Christian theologians through the centuries--sets Jesus off from all of the other great religious founders. 
The Buddha actively discouraged his followers from focusing on his person, urging them instead to walk the spiritual 
way from which he himself had benefited. Mohammed was an ordinary man who claimed to have received Allahs 
definitive revelation. He would never have dreamed of drawing attention to his own person; rather he wanted the 
world to read and abide by the Koran, which had been given to him. Confucius was a moral philosopher who, with 
particular acuity, formulated a series of ethical recommendations that constituted a balanced way of being in the 
world. The structure of his being was never a matter of concern either to him or to his followers.And then there is 
Jesus. Though he did indeed formulate moral instructions and though he certainly taught with enormous enthusiasm, 
Jesus did not draw his followers attention primarily to his words. He drew it to himself. John the Baptist instructed two 
of his disciples to follow after Jesus. They asked the Lord, Where are you staying? (Jn 1:38) and he said, Come, and 
you will see (Jn 1:39). That simple exchange is enormously instructive, for it shows that intimacy with Jesus--staying 
with him--is what Christian discipleship is fundamentally about. This preoccupation with Jesus himself followed, as 
Ive been hinting, from the startling fact that he consistently spoke and acted in the very person of God. Heaven and 
earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away (Mt 24:35). Sane philosophers and scholars invariably 
emphasize the provisional nature of what they write, but Jesus claims that his words will last longer than creation 
itself. Who could reasonably make this assertion except the one who is the Word through which all things came to be? 
Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me (Mt 10:37). We could easily imagine a prophet, 
teacher, or religious founder saying, You should love God more than your very life, or at the limit, You ought to love 
my teaching more than your mother and father, but unless you love me? It has been said that the healthiest spiritual 
people are those who have the strongest sense of the difference between themselves and God. Therefore who could 
sanely and responsibly make the claim that Jesus made except the one who is, in his own person, the highest 
good?Now, the possibility remains that Jesus might have been a madman, a deluded fanatic. After all, mental health 
facilities are filled with people who think they are God. And this is precisely what some of Jesuss contemporaries 
thought: For this reason the Jews tried all the more to kill him; because...he...called God his own father, making 
himself equal to God (Jn 5:18). What is ruled out--and C. S. Lewis saw this with particular clarity--is the bland middle 
position taken by many theologians and religious seekers today, namely that Jesus wasnt divine but was indeed an 



inspiring ethical teacher, a great religious philosopher. Yet a close reading of the Gospel witness does not bear such an 
interpretation. Given that he repeatedly spoke and acted in the person of God, either he was who he said he was and 
purported to be, or he was a bad man. And this is precisely why Jesus compels a choice the way no other religious 
founder does. As he himself said, Whoever is not with me is against me (Lk 11:23), and Whoever does not gather with 
me scatters (Lk 11:23). I realize how dramatically this runs counter to our sensibilities, but Christian evangelization 
consists in the forcing of that choice.There is a strange passage in the tenth chapter of Marks Gospel that is rarely 
commented upon but that is, in its peculiarity, very telling. Jesus is in the company of his disciples, and they are 
making their way from Galilee in the north to Judea in the south. Mark reports: They were on the way, going up to 
Jerusalem, and Jesus went ahead of them. They were amazed, and those who followed were afraid (Mk 10:32). They 
were simply walking along the road with Jesus, and they found him overwhelming and frightening. Why they should 
have had such a response remains inexplicable until we remember that awe and fear are, in the Old Testament 
tradition, two standard reactions to God. The twentieth-century philosopher of religion Rudolf Otto famously 
characterized the transcendent God as the mysterium tremendum et fascinans, the mystery that fascinates us even as it 
causes us to tremble with fear--in whose presence we are amazed and afraid. In his sly, understated way, Mark is 
telling us that this Jesus is also the God of Israel.Once we grasp that Jesus was no ordinary teacher and healer but 
Yahweh moving among his people, we can begin to understand his words and actions more clearly. If we survey the 
texts of the Old Testament--and the first Christians relentlessly read Jesus in light of these writings--we see that 
Yahweh was expected to do four great things. He would gather the scattered tribes of Israel; he would cleanse the 
Temple of Jerusalem; he would definitively deal with the enemies of the nation; and, finally, he would reign as Lord of 
heaven and earth. The eschatological hope expressed especially in the prophets and the Psalms was that through these 
actions, Yahweh would purify Israel and through the purified Israel bring salvation to all. What startled the first 
followers of Jesus was that he accomplished these four tasks but in the most unexpected way.When Jesus first 
emerged, preaching in the villages surrounding the Sea of Galilee, he had a simple message: The kingdom of God is at 
hand. Repent, and believe in the Gospel (Mk 1:15). Oceans of ink have been spilled over the centuries in an attempt to 
explain the meaning of Kingdom of God, but it might be useful to inquire what Jesuss first audience understood by 
that term. N. T. Wright argues that they would have heard, the tribes are being gathered. According to the basic 
narrative of the Old Testament, Gods answer to human dysfunction was the formation of a people after his own heart. 
Yahweh chose Abraham and his descendants to be peculiarly his own, and he shaped them by the divine law to be a 
priestly nation. Gods intention was that a unified and spiritually vibrant Israel would function as a magnet for the rest 
of humanity, drawing everyone to God by the sheer attractive quality of their way of being. The prophet Isaiah 
expressed this hope when he imagined Mount Zion, raised high above all of the mountains of the world, as the 
gathering point for all the tribes of the earth. But the tragedy was that more often than not Israel was unfaithful to its 
calling and became therefore a scattered nation. One of the typical biblical names for the devil is ho diabalos, derived 
from the term diabalein (to throw apart). If God is a great gathering force, then sin is a scattering power. This dividing 
of Israel came to fullest expression in the eighth century BC, when many of the northern tribes were carried off by the 
invading Assyrians, and even more so in the devastating exile of the sixth century BC when the Babylonians destroyed 
Jerusalem and carried many of the southern tribes away. A scattered, divided Israel could never live up to its vocation, 
but the prophets continued to dream and hope. Ezekiel spoke of Israel as sheep wandering aimlessly on the hillside, 
but then he prophesied that one day Yahweh himself would come and gather in his people.Now we can begin to 
understand the behavior of the one who called himself the good shepherd (Jn 10:11). As so many contemporary 
scholars have emphasized, Jesus practiced open table fellowship, serving as host for many who would normally be 
excluded from polite society: the public sinner, the prostitute, the handicapped, the tax collector. At the very place 
where, in his time as well as ours, the stratifications and divisions of society were often on clearest display, he was 
making possible a new kind of social space, one marked by compassion and forgiveness. It is important to note that he 
was not simply exemplifying the generic virtue of inclusivity so valued today; he was acting in the very person of 
Yahweh gathering in his scattered children. This helps to explain why he healed so many. In the society of Jesuss time, 
physical illness was typically construed as a curse, and in many cases sickness or deformity prevented one from 
participating fully in the life of the community, especially in common worship. Curing the blind, the deaf, the lame, 
and the leprous, Jesus was Yahweh binding up the wounds of his people and restoring them to communion. 


