THE CHURCH: THE CONTINUING BODY OF CHRIST

As I said before, the doctrines of the Trinity and Incarnation are the two pillars of the Catholic faith. Indeed, perhaps a better analogy is that they are the interwoven strands of doctrinal DNA: they are found in every piece of Catholic doctrine, in every authentic expression of Catholic spirituality. This is not to say that every doctrine uses the word “Trinity” or “Incarnation.” However, as noted before, one cannot understand the writings of Pope John Paul II without understanding something of his take on the Trinity and Incarnation. Family as interrelated? Dignity of the human person? It’s there. Beyond the writings of this particular Holy Father, one must say that this basic DNA informs every other doctrine. One of the first places to look for this dynamic interrelatedness is Catholic ecclesiology, the theology of the Church. 

By “Church,” of course, we mean the community, what has been called, in the spirit of the Second Vatican Council, “the pilgrim people of God.” St. Paul speaks of the Church as the Body of Christ, with each member, each organ, being absolutely essential to the whole. Like a human body where everything is so interrelated (ah, remember that term?) that what happens to one part affect the whole, so when one member suffers, the entire body suffers, and when one member is built up, the entire body is built up. (1 Corinthians 12: 26)
What is the basis of this unity of the Church? The presence of the Spirit, which makes the Church the continuing Incarnation, the Body of Christ. Remember I said to remember the word “bosom”? There is one other place in the Gospel of John where the word “bosom” is used: at the Last Supper, the beloved disciple has his head on Jesus‟ bosom. (John 13: 23) The “beloved disciple,” the disciple Jesus loved, in the Gospel of John, represents all disciples: which disciple does Jesus not love? This is the Evangelist’s way of saying that the same relationship Jesus shares with the Father is shared between Jesus and his disciples. That is you and I, and in light of the developed doctrines of the Trinity and Incarnation, means that you and I are “part of” the Trinity, and therefore, “expressions of the Inexpressible” in human nature: we are “mini-Christs,” “Christians.”
This identification of the Church, and therefore its members, with Christ is found in Acts 9: 4 (“Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?”), and is grounded in our baptism (Romans 6: 3-5). We are quite literally “christened”—Christ-ened. This identification with Christ is nurtured in many ways, mostly notably through our celebration of the Eucharist: when preparing wine for the Consecration, the priest says a prayer: “Through the mingling of this water and wine, may we come to share in the divinity of him who humbled himself to share in our humanity.” St. Irenaeus said, in the second century, “…our Lord Jesus Christ, who did,…become what we are, that he might bring us to be even what He is Himself,”7 and St. Athanasius said, in the fourth century, “He was made man so we might be made God.”8 Through our baptism and the Eucharist, we are divinized (the Eastern Church calls this theosis, divinization), we “become God by participation.” St. Augustine would say, as he gave out the Eucharist, “Receive what

you are, and become what you receive.” 
Because of this ecclesiology—understanding of the Church—as continuing the Incarnational ministry of Jesus, this dynamic and interpenetrating relationship is extended throughout history and even into Eternity: this is the Catholic notion of the Communion of Saints. Those who have gone before us and those who will come after us are at this very moment inextricably intertwined with us: our relationship with God is always in relationship with them, and conversely. In terms of the “structure” of the Body, we need only remember St. Paul’s teaching that each part plays an essential role. It is true that there are clergy: bishops, priests and deacons. It is true that there are consecrated religious and secular. It is also true that the major population in the Church is non-religious, non-ordained: the laity. The Secular Franciscan Order plays an important—even essential—role in the fullness of the Body. Our present membership, and our membership throughout history, includes clergy: secular bishops, priests and

deacons. However, it is also obvious that the majority of our membership, like that of the Church as a whole, is the laity, and not ordained. That being said, we should never think of laity in negative terms: “not ordained.” The laity is the foundation of the Church, “the people” (ultimately from Greek, laos, people). Understood in this way, one could even maintain that everyone is among the laity, with some being ordained.
Root words aside, we must understand that “lay” does not mean “less.” We are only now beginning to formulate a theology of the laity that does not simply see lay people as providing a population to the Church, out of whom are drawn clergy, who, after all, do the real work of the Church. Lumen Gentium devotes nine sections to the role of the laity (30-38) and four sections to the universal call to holiness, much of it speaking of the laity (39-42). (Note: in comparison, the section on Religious is 5 sections long,

from 43-47.)

In addition to Lumen Gentium, there is also the decree on the apostolate of the laity, Apostolicam Actuositatem. Lay people are called to be active participants in the mission of the Church. The laity, it says, “share[s] in the priestly, prophetic and royal office of Christ.”9 In fact, the document goes so far as to say “the member who fails to make his proper contribution to the development of the Church must be said to be useful neither to the Church nor to himself.”10 Never again would it be possible to say that the

role of the laity to “pray, pay and obey.”
Having said that about the essential role of the laity, we must remember that our Order also includes secular (diocesan) clergy. Saying that, we have to remember that “secularity” is in itself an officially recognized form of spirituality in the Church. Unfortunately, again, we have traditionally seen “secular” as something negative, in the sense of “not in a religious order.” Even worse, we have used the word “secular” to mean something in opposition to the Divine Will. However, from a Catholic point of view, and especially from a Franciscan view, there is no secula (literally, “age,” created time) that exists apart from the space-time world that God has created. The secular is not in opposition to the sacred, it is the embodiment of the sacred. This is the basis of the Catholic sacramental understanding: water, oil, bread, and wine can be vehicles for the experience of God. Indeed, beads, relics, icons, you name it: if it is part of creation, it is a vehicle for experiencing God. We as Franciscans should know that better than anyone. We might phrase the issue this way: just how far do we take this participation in the Incarnation thing? For Catholics in general, and for Franciscans in particular, our answer must always be, “all the way”: the Incarnation in Jesus is the “boundary” toward which we and all of creation are moving. (1 Corinthians 15: 28) If we are only beginning to truly appreciate the essential role of the laity in the Church, we have only taken halting baby steps toward full appreciation of the secular vocation.
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