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46- Catholic teaching on apparitions and private revelations (L): Every month, Catholics make pilgrimages to Medjugorje, Garabandal, Betania, Fatima, and Lourdes. All manner of books, leaflets, and newsletters propagate ostensibly divine messages given to visionaries like Bernadette, Lucy, Sister Faustina, Vassula Ryden, Father Gobbi, Maria Valtorta, and countless others. Should  Catholics have to believe in  the appearance and message of our Blessed Mother at Lourdes, Fatima, Medjugorje? The Catholic teaching is crystal clear. There are public revelations and private revelations. Catholics are obliged to believe in public revelations, and they are not bound to believe in private revelations. The Catholic Church teaches that public revelation was completed, and therefore was concluded, with the death of the last apostle (Vatican II, Dei Verbum 4), but private revelation has continued. 

Public revelation is the name for what is revealed by God in the Old Testament and the New Testament. St. Paul, in the Letter to the Hebrews (1:3), teaches this: "In times past, God spoke in fragmentary and varied ways to our fathers through the prophets; in this, the final age, He has spoken through His Son, through whom He first created the universe. This Son is the reflection of the Father's glory, the exact representation of the Father's being, and He sustains all things by His powerful word.” This truth is restated in the Vatican II's Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, 4: "After God had spoken many times and in various ways through the prophets, ‘in these last days He has spoken to us by a Son.’….He (Jesus) completed and perfected Revelation and confirmed it with divine guarantees. The Christian economy, therefore, since it is the new and definitive covenant, will never pass away; and no new public revelation is to be expected before the glorious manifestation of our Lord, Jesus Christ." The Church teaches that the revelation God has given to all people for all ages is preserved in Sacred Scripture, the written word of God, and Sacred Tradition which holds the unwritten word of God, beginning  with the Apostles, guided by the Holy Spirit, passing on what they had learned from Christ. Together, Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition form one Deposit of Revelation, or Deposit of Faith, "for both of them, flowing out from the same divine well-spring, come together in some fashion to form one thing and move towards the same goal" (Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, no. 9). All faithful Catholics are bound to accept these revealed truths with divine faith. To deny these revealed truths would be considered heresy, for example, denying the mystery of the Incarnation of our Lord, the Real Presence of our Lord in the Holy Eucharist, or the existence of Hell. 

Private revelations are revelations from God given to individual Christians. Many Saints and Blesseds throughout the history of the Church have described private revelations from God of various kinds. Therefore, it must be true that God gives private revelation to some persons. For example, the following saints received messages from our Lord: St. Hildegarde (d. 1179), St. Gertrude (d. 1301), St. Bridget of Sweden (d. 1373), St. Catherine of Siena (d. 1380), St. Vincent Ferrer (d. 1419), St. Teresa of Avila (d. 1582), St. John of the Cross (d. 1591), and St. Margaret Mary Alacoque (d. 1690). The various apparitions of our Blessed Mother are also private revelations. In these apparitions, Mary has spoken on behalf of her Son. Some of the most famous are the apparitions at Guadalupe (1531), Rue du Bac (1830), La Salette (1846), Lourdes (1858), Pontmain (1871), and Fatima (1917). The early martyrs and Church Fathers had visions and private revelations. Among those receiving private revelations are Hermas (The Shepherd 1:3:1–8 [A.D. 80]), Polycarp (Martyrdom of Polycarp 5, 12 [A.D. 155]), Justin Martyr (Dialogue with Trypho the Jew 82 [A.D. 155]), Irenaeus (Against Heresies 5:6:1 [A.D. 189]), Constantine the Great (Eusebius, Life of Constantine 1:28–32 [A.D. 337]), Anthony of Egypt (Ambrose, Life of St. Anthony 35 [A.D. 359]), Augustine (City of God 22:8 [A.D. 419]), Patrick of Ireland (Confession of St. Patrick 17, 45 [A.D. 452]). 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches, "Private revelations do not belong, however, to the Deposit of Faith. It is not their role to improve or complete Christ's definitive revelation, but to help live more fully by it in a certain period of history" (CCC #67). Pope Benedict XIV (1675-1758), stated, "No private revelation is ever to be believed with Catholic faith." This refers even to those "approved" by the Church. While the Church may recognize these private revelations and approve the content of their message, they neither add to nor belong to the Deposit of Faith. The message of such revelations simply inspires individuals to live more faithfully and draw closer to Christ. The Church evaluates and judges private revelations by the criterion of conformity with that single Revelation. If the Church has accepted the message of Fatima, it is above all because the message contains a truth and a call whose basic content is the truth and the call of the Gospel itself. The private revelations of Fatima do not add to, contradict, or delete from the Deposit of Revelation contained in Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition. However, they do move people to heed and to live the message of that Deposit of Revelation. 

The Church’s teaching on private revelations: The Church teaches that never must a private revelation be given the same weight as Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition. Hence, the Church always warns against a spiritual enthusiasm for such private revelations to the neglect of Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition. A faithful Catholic should have a devout reverence for the Sacred Heart of Jesus, whether or not he personally accepts, doubts, or rejects the private revelations to St. Margaret Mary, because the devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus is rooted in Sacred Scripture, is presented in the writings of the Church Fathers, and has been taught by many others prior to and following after St. Margaret Mary.  Since these private revelations are granted to individuals, human error, illusions and distortions in reporting or remembering are possible.  Hence, the Church in her Magisterium must carefully and scrupulously examine all private revelations.  The official Church approval of a private revelation means that it does not contradict the Deposit of Revelation in faith or morals, that the contents may be published, and the faithful may believe the messages with caution and prudence. Even if the Church does give an official approval to a private revelation, the faithful are not obliged to believe in the private revelation. A faithful Catholic is called to give the assent of faith only to the Deposit of Faith found in Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition.

Two opposing stands: Some people tend to go to one extreme or the other on private revelation.  They either completely reject the concept or they consider private revelation their chief rule of faith. The original sixteenth century Protestant Reformers denied all private revelation. Their actions were in direct disobedience to the binding command of the New Testament: "Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise prophetic utterances. Test everything; retain what is good" (1 Thess. 5:19–21). But in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, religious organizations which claim such new revelations have evolved in Protestant circles; for example, the Irvingites, the Mormons, the Seventh-Day Adventists, and the current "Word Faith" or "Prosperity Gospel" When the Pentecostal movement started in 1900, it faced the problem of explaining why private revelations had ceased for so many centuries, as the original Protestant Reformers claimed, only to begin again during this century. But some others, including Catholics go to the other extreme by accepting private revelation their chief rule of faith. 
Private Revelations and Discernment of Spirits: Spiritual experiences are still human experiences. Therefore, discernment and wisdom are our indispensable escorts in the mystical landscape. Hence, all private visions and revelations should be subject to scrutiny of the Church and discernment of spirit. It is good to consider some principles about visions and revelations. First, these things are definitely not part of the core of the spiritual life. St. John of the Cross, the Mystical Doctor, is very hard on these things. He goes so far as to tell souls that if a vision comes, they should at first not accept it, but hold off, and consider its authenticity only if it comes again. The reason he gives is this: faith holds on without seeing proof; those who want visions want to see, not to believe without seeing (cf. Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of the Spiritual Life II, 575-88 and Poulain, The Graces of Interior Prayer, 299-399). The series of visions of the Sacred Heart to St. Margaret Mary is among the most approved in the Church. On one occasion, Jesus had told her to do something, but her Superior did not approve. When He came again, she asked Him about this, and He replied: "Therefore not only do I desire that you should do what your Superior commands, but also that you should do nothing of all that I order without their consent. I love obedience, and without it no one can please me" (Autobiography of St. Margaret Mary # 47). Ignatius of Loyola determined through discernment that one series of mystical visions he experienced was generated from the "evil spirit," even though at the time they seemed to be from the Holy Spirit.  The people who insist most loudly upon the necessity of scrutiny and discernment by the Church  on private revelations are the true mystics, like Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross, and Ignatius of Loyola who labored to devise means of differentiating the ways of the flesh, the world, and the devil from the ways of the Holy Spirit.

Some Criteria for Recognizing True Private Revelations: 1) True private revelations contain no theological errors, nor any doctrines contrary to Church teaching. 2) True private revelations tend not to exalt the one receiving them. 3) True private revelations have purpose, and they often show knowledge of the future. 4) Approval or disapproval of the local bishop should not be considered the only criterion because even bishops make mistakes. 5) A private revelation should not make claims about the future contrary to Scripture. 6) It should not contain complicated sets of prayers and rituals that are incomprehensible to the average believer.  7) The message should not be disturbing, but should give peace of mind. 8) It should not contain empty exhortations to holiness. 9) It should not cause false, miraculous healing. 10) The revealed truth should not contain a bait or trap. 11) Timing of a predicted event should not change. 12) Predictions should be clear and specific and should not be about bad weather or human events, educated guessing, 13) It should not involve false stigmata or false bilocation, thought-reading, levitation, Eucharistic miracles, claims of special protection, protective medals and prayers, false guarantees, persecution or conversion or signs and wonders or distorted devotions or personal interpretation of the vision or false claims of approval by the Church as proof 14) There should be a willingness to submit to the final judgment of the Church . 

How to avoid being deceived by false private revelation: We need to place the teachings of the Scripture, Sacred Tradition and the Church and use of the Sacraments above all other teachings and ideas. We must place the leadership of the Pope and the Bishops above the leadership of all other persons. We should build our faith upon the beliefs and practices, and the prayers and devotions, of the universal Church, not of one particular group or individual. We should never base belief in a claimed private revelation on signs and wonders, nor on healings, nor on sensational messages, nor on promises of special protections and gifts. A good Catholic knows from his catechism that the true religion rests on the true Faith, on that Revelation which ended with the death of the last Apostle. (L-13) 
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