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MYSTICI CORPORIS CHRISTI

During a lecture at the University Of Notre Dame during the 1980’s,

the at times curmudgeonly Aidan Kavanagh said: “Nobody knows who

presided at the first Eucharistic celebration after the Last Supper,

nobody – not even Bob Taft.” But he went on to point out that liturgy

does not appear ex nihilo. It is a living and dynamic reality

Liturgy Training Publications in Chicago recently published

Volume III in its series The Liturgy Documents. This volume is subtitled

Foundational Documents On The Origins and Implementation of

Sacrosanctum Concilium. It is a compendium of liturgy documents writ-

ten over the last century and it makes clear that the liturgical reform

launched by Vatican II did not suddenly appear out of nowhere; rather,

it is part of a continuum growing out of what went before and chang-

ing to respond to the needs of the present and the future.

One of the documents included in the volume is Pope Pius XII’s

fourth encyclical Mystici Corporis Christi published on June 29, 1943

at the height of World War II. This watershed document laid the

groundwork for some of the most significant liturgical language of the

reform of Vatican II and it continues to challenge our understanding of

Church today.

This year marks the 70th anniversary of the publication of this

encyclical and so we dedicate this issue of the Newsletter to Mystici

Corporis Christi.
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THE 70TH ANNIVERSARY
OF MYSTICI CORPORIS CHRISTI

By Dr. Glenn CJ Byer
Dr. Glenn CJ Byer was born and raised in the Archdiocese of Edmonton. He holds the
Doctorate in Sacred Liturgy from the Pontifical Institute of Liturgy (Sant’Anselmo) in Rome.

The story is told that when a tourist to London once asked a local why

they didn’t have monuments to all of their major battles, the Londoner

said, “But if we did that, we wouldn’t have room to play cricket!”

In this year with all of celebrations of the 50th anniversary of the

Constitution on the Liturgy, perhaps we can also make some room to

commemorate Mystici corporis Christi (June 29, 1943). Knowing the

context, both within the church and beyond, into which this document

came 70 years ago can help us to understand that extraordinary teach-

ings such as these do not fall from heaven: they are often the result of

a long process of development, they can also be shaped by extraordi-

nary situations. 

What we celebrate with this document is one of the crowning

achievements what people today would call a new evangelization. If we

look back to the end of the 19th century, we see the seeds for a new out-

reach of the Church to the world, a new concentrated effort to bring the

message of the Gospel to the poor and the unchurched, to raise aware-

ness of the Bible and Catholic Liturgy so that all of this might find a

home in the lives of Catholic Christians and all people of good will.

LITURGY

As those devoted to the work of the liturgical renewal, we need to

remember that the liturgy was not only among the subjects of this

amazing encyclical, it was in large part the inspiration for the docu-

ment. To quote the Pope, “This, it would seem, is chiefly because a

revived interest in the sacred liturgy, the more widely spread custom

of frequent Communion, and the more fervent devotion to the Sacred

Heart of Jesus practiced today, have brought many souls to a deeper

consideration of the unsearchable riches of Christ which are preserved

in the Church” (Mystici corporis Christi #8). 

Frequent Communion, restored in 1905 (after more than 1500

years!) with the twin decrees Quam singulari (lowering the age of first

Communion) and Sacra Tridentina (restoring frequent Communion to

the faithful), had already been in place for a generation, and liturgical

scholarship following the work of the Benedictine Prosper Gueranger

(1805-1875) a generation older still. 

SOCIAL ACTION

Equally important within the Church had been the development of a

stronger social activism in the Chruch.

Catholic Action was founded in 1867, partly in response to anti-

Catholic and especially anti-clerical states. Roman Catholic faithful

organized and worked together to improve society, especially in out-

reach to the poor. It was hugely popular by the middle of the 20th cen-

tury, and continues to have an important influence today.
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The Catholic Worker Priest movement was started at about the same

time that Mystici corporis Christi was promulgated. This movement is a

sort of clerical version of Catholic Action, with priests entering the

workforce in order to grow in understanding and to gain the respect of

the working class, especially the working poor. 

THE BIBLE

A third influence was the Papal document: Divino afflante Spiritu, the

encylical of the role of the Bible in the life of the faithful will finally give

the lie to the notion that Catholics didn’t fully honour the Bible. This

document, in part was celebrating the 50th anniversary of

Providentissimus Deus of Leo XIII, was part of the ongoing renewal of

scripture study in the Church and beyond.

VATICAN II AND BEYOND

And so when we think of Mystici corporis Christi in its context within

the Church, what we see is that this document is part of the organic

growth and modernization of all aspects of the life of the Church. It is

also a complete misreading of history to suggest that the documents of

the Second Vatican Council were out of touch with the tradition of the

Church. These documents were not somehow made up on the spot:

they were the result of decades of extensive study and reflection. The

evidence is clear: the constitutions on the Church, the Church in the

Modern World, on Divine Revelation and on the Liturgy are all the

result of a huge amount of work done over generations. 

For those committed to the continued growth and building up of

the Church, we should perhaps feel a bit of a challenge at this point.

When we see the immense amount of scholarship, teaching, personal

interaction, and just plain hard work that led to these teachings, we

can ask: Are we doing our share of the heavy lifting that growth and

change demand? Whether it is in our parishes, in our classrooms or

other settings, we need to introduce another generation of the faithful

to the ground-breaking work that went into these documents. People

need to be catechized; they need to be taught the wisdom of these doc-

uments. We also need to offer concrete ways in which we can integrate

these teachings into our own lives.

It is always hard to know if some outside influences are causes or

coincidences. The Latin fallacy - Post hoc ergo propter hoc – that some-

thing came after another thing means that it was caused by the first

thing, makes one wonder how the events in the wider world that were

happening at the same time influenced Pope Pius XII as he was writ-

ing Mystici corporis Christi.

A WORLD IN TURMOIL

The rise of Fascism in 1930’s Germany was surely an important fac-

tor, and even more, on the Pope’s doorstep in Italy, Mussolini’s brand

of fascism had been growing since he came to power in 1922. Il Duce

would be deposed a month later, and Hitler would rage on for another

two years – but the Pope could not have known that. Nor could he have
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known that the Second World War, which was finally now giving hope

to the allies, would turn so suddenly, with the allied invasion of Italy

in September and Italy declaring war on Germany in October of this

same year of 1943. Nor could the Pope have known how the war would

end two years later, hastened by the use of nuclear weapons. 

So for the Pope to entrust the image of the body of Christ to include

the whole people was a remarkable act of faith in humanity. It was

Christians who were waging war, Christians who were persecuting the

Jewish people. It was almost as if the Pope was writing about the mysc-

tical body of Christ in spite of what he was seeing in the world. In

describing the horrible war that was happening outside his window, he

noted that the Church had remained a sign of unity. “This is a testi-

mony to the wonderful union existing among Christians; but it also

proves that, as Our paternal love embraces all peoples, whatever their

nationality and race, so Catholics the world over, though their coun-

tries may have drawn the sword against each other, look to the Vicar

of Jesus Christ as to the loving Father of them all, who, with absolute

impartiality and incorruptible judgment, rising above the conflicting

gales of human passions, takes upon himself with all his strength the

defence of truth, justice and charity.” (McC #6)

A WORLD OF HOPE

In spite of the woes, there was a great deal of good happening too.

Apart from the movements in the Church looking for renewal, there

were signs of hope in Taizé, in France, with the founding of the ecu-

menical community there. There was a growing willingness for

Christians to talk together, and for Catholics to recognize the good that

can be found in meeting with all people of good will.

And even thought so much of the world’s resources were dedicat-

ed to the war effort, at the very same time, great strides forward were

being made in the sciences, especially medicine. Penicillin was just

then becoming a mass produced wonder drug. There was reason to

hope in the future of the human race.

So then, like now, the world was not all good or all bad. There are

leaders doing evil things, those who are standing by doing nothing, and

those who are acting for what they know to be the right. The Pope did

not wait for peace to come before he released his document. There is a

lesson for us in that as well.

OUR CONTEXT

An anniversary of a document like Mystici corporis Chrisi is a time to

reflect. It is certainly a time when we can read the document and find

insights for our own time. What can we be doing to take this document

to heart? But even more, can we overcome our fear in the troubled sit-

uations of our lives and our world and act. There is much that we can

do to enliven our Church, to help with the new evangelization, to

inspire our leaders as they continue to work for the good of us all, who

are the mystical body of Christ.

The Church earnestly desires that

all the faithful be led to that full,

conscious, and active participa-

tion in liturgical celebrations

called for by the very nature of

the liturgy. (SC 14)
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MYSTICI CORPORIS:
JURIDICAL CONSIDERATIONS

By: Chad Glendenning
Assistant Professor, Faculty of Canon Lat, St. Paul University, Ottawa.

Pope Pius XII’s encyclical letter Mystici corporis, on the mystical body

of Christ, celebrates its seventieth anniversary this year.1 This anniver-

sary closely coincides with another important event in the life of the

Church, the fiftieth anniversary of the opening of the Second Vatican

Council (1962), recalled during this special Year of Faith. These events

are related on an even more significant level, as Pius XII’s name

appears more than 200 times in the footnotes of the documents of the

Second Vatican Council. This led Pope Benedict XVI to note that, “with

the exception of Sacred Scripture, this Pope is the most authoritative

and frequently cited source.”2 To commemorate both events, then, I

propose to examine the contribution Pius XII made, by means of

Mystici corporis, to the Second Vatican Council and, as a result of the

Council, to the renewed ecclesiological vision reflected in the Code of

Canon Law. Although the doctrine of the mystical body of Christ can

be examined from multiple perspectives, I will limit myself to just one

juridical consideration: the externally verifiable bonds of communion

with the mystical body of Christ.

1 – CANONICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF ENCYCLICALS

Before proceeding, it is worth clarifying the juridical significance of a

common papal pronouncement known as an encyclical letter (litterae

encyclicae). The pope and bishops exercise the three functions (tria

munera) Christ entrusted to his apostles: to teach, to sanctify, and to

govern (MC, 38). When examining a document issued by the Holy See,

it is important to determine whether it is the product of the Church’s

governing function (munus regendi) or teaching function (munus docen-

di), since both require different methods of interpretation. Documents

issued for the purpose of regulating the external life of the Church are

juridical. These norms are often found apostolic constitutions, apos-

tolic letters motu proprio, instructions, directories and, of course, the

Code of Canon Law. Documents pertaining to doctrinal or moral mat-

ters are an exercise of the Church’s teaching function. These docu-

ments are not laws, but possess varying degrees of magisterial

authority. The Roman Pontiff frequently exercises his munus regendi

by means of an encyclical letter, such as Pius XII’s Mystici corporis.

Although not juridical in nature, the teachings found in Mystici cor-

poris are given juridical expression in canon law, inasmuch as canon

Such participation by the

Christian people as “a chosen

race, a royal priesthood, a holy

nation, God’s own people” is their

right and duty by reason of their

baptism. (SC 14)
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in AAS, 35 (1943), pp. 193-248, English translation in M.C. CARLEN (ed.), The Papal
Encyclicals, 5 vols., Wilmington, NC, McGrath Pub. Co., 1981, vol. 4, pp. 37-63 (=MC).
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and the Second Vatican Council, 8 November 2008, in AAS, 100 (2008), pp. 836-839,
English translation in L’Osservatore Romano, weekly English edition, 41 (12 November
2008), p. 6.



law reflects the teachings of the Church. In other words, Pius XII made

no pretense to change canon law by means of Mystici corporis, yet his

teachings on such things as the mystical body of Christ, the structure

of this body, the Church, and those to be included as members, are

given juridical expression in the 1983 Code of Canon Law, albeit with

the influence of the Second Vatican Council.

2 – THE MYSTICAL BODY OF CHRIST AND THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

The mystical body of Jesus Christ or the Church of Christ, Pius XII

recalls in Mystici corporis, “is (est) the One, Holy, Catholic, Apostolic

Roman Church.” In other words, the mystical body of Christ is not

merely an invisible or imaginary ideal to which all Christians aspire,

but it possesses a visible, societal structure, governed by the Roman

Pontiff, the successor of Peter, and those bishops in communion with

him (MC, 40-42), for the purpose of perpetuating on earth the saving

work of redemption (MC, 65). The Second Vatican Council, taking up

this teaching, provides a rather significant nuance that has generated

considerable discussion. Lumen gentium, 8, states that the one Church

of Christ “subsists in” (subsistit in) the Catholic Church. Some argue

that this phrase marks a clear departure from an exclusive identifica-

tion between the Church of Christ and the Catholic Church. The

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith has repeatedly clarified that

the Second Vatican Council intended no break with the teachings

found in Mystici corporis. Despite the shift from est to subsistit in, both

documents are affirming an historical continuity between the Church

founded by Christ, his mystical body, and the Catholic Church. This is

summarized in Dominus Iesus, 16:

With the expression subsistit in, the Second Vatican Council

sought to harmonize two doctrinal statements: on the one

hand, that the Church of Christ, despite the divisions which

exist among Christians, continues to exist fully only in the

Catholic Church, and on the other hand, that “outside of her

structure, many elements can be found of sanctification and

truth”, that is, in those Churches and ecclesial communities

which are not yet in full communion with the Catholic

Church.3

This second statement, recognizing that many elements of sancti-

fication can be found outside the visible structure of the Catholic

Church, is found in both the Second Vatican Council’s dogmatic con-

stitution, Lumen gentium, and its decree on ecumenism, Unitatis redin-

tegratio. It includes such things as the written word of God; the life of

grace; faith, hope, and charity; and other interior gifts of the Spirit (UR,

3). Indeed, “separated Churches and Communities as such, though we

believe them to be deficient in some respects, have been by no means

deprived of significance and importance in the mystery of salvation.

For the Spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as means of

In the reform and promotion of

the liturgy, this full and active par-

ticipation by all the people is the

aim to be considered before all

else. (SC 14)
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salvation which derive their efficacy from the very fullness of grace and

truth entrusted to the Church” (UR, 3). This recognition should com-

pel all the faithful to work for the restoration of Christian unity, a task

the Church is bound to promote by the will of Christ (cf. c. 755, §1;

CCEO, cc. 902-904).

3 – MEMBERSHIP AND COMMUNION

Mystici corporis identifies explicitly how one is made a member of the

mystical body of Christ: “Actually only those are to be included as

members of the Church who have been baptized and profess the true

faith, and who have not been so unfortunate as to separate themselves

from the unity of the Body, or been excluded by legitimate authority for

grave faults committed.” In other words, members of the Church are

so designated by (1) baptism of water; (2) profession of the true faith;

and (3) external hierarichal communion with the Roman Pontiff and

the college of bishops. Mystici corporis later acknowledges that those

who do not belong to the visible body of the Catholic Church by this

threefold bond may nevertheless have a “certain relationship” with the

mystical body of Christ through an “unconscious desire and longing,”

yet “remain deprived of those many heavenly gifts and helps which can

only be enjoyed in the Catholic Church” (MC, 103).

In light of Lumen gentium, the Code of Canon Law no longer speaks

about members of the Church, but about the Christifideles, the

Christian faithful. “The Christian faithful are those who, inasmuch as

they have been incorporated in Christ through baptism, have been

constituted as the people of God” (c. 204, §1). Similarly, the Code of

Canon Law no longer speaks about membership in the Church but

adopts Lumen gentium’s use of “communion” to articulate how the bap-

tized are associated with the Catholic Church, Catholic and non-

Catholic Christians alike. Full incorporation in the society of the

Church is enjoyed by those 

[…] who, possessing the Spirit of Christ accept her entire sys-

tem and all the means of salvation given to her, and are unit-

ed with her as part of her visible bodily structure and through

her with Christ, who rules her through the Supreme Pontiff

and the bishops. The bonds which bind men to the Church in

a visible way are profession of faith, the sacraments, and

ecclesiastical government and communion.

As the Code of Canon Law states, “[t]hose baptized are fully in the

communion of the Catholic Church on this earth who are joined with

Christ in its visible structure by the bonds of the profession of faith,

the sacraments, and ecclesiastical governance” (c. 205). Similarly, the

Christian faithful have a duty to preserve their communion with the

Church (cf. c. 209).

The Church also recognizes that not all the Christian faithful pro-

fess the faith in its entirety, particularly in those circumstances where

communion with the successor of Peter, the Roman Pontiff, has been

disrupted. We no longer refer to such persons as “heretics” or “schis-

matics,” as if they were personally culpable for centuries-old rifts

This people, though holy in its ori-

gin, nevertheless grows constantly

in holiness by conscious, active,

and fruitful participation in the

mystery of the Eucharist. (GIRM 5)
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whereby large communities became separated from full communion

with the Catholic Church. Unitatis redintegratio affirmed that 

one cannot charge with the sin of separation those who at

present are born into these communities and in them are

brought up in the faith of Christ, and the Catholic Church

accepts them with respect and affection as brothers. For men

who believe in Christ and have been properly baptized are put

in some, though imperfect, communion with the Catholic

Church (n. 3).

Members of some non-Catholic churches or ecclesial communions

may be in a greater degree of communion with the Catholic Church

than others. For instance, Unitatis redintegratio acknowledges that

those Churches of the East which have preserved a valid sacramental

system, apostolic succession, the priesthood and Eucharist are linked

to the Catholic Church in “closest intimacy” (UR, 15). As such, some

sharing in liturgical worship, even of the Eucharist, “given suitable cir-

cumstances and the approval of Church authority, is not only possible

but to be encouraged” (UR, 15). When Mystici corporis was issued in

1943, sacramental sharing between Catholics and non-Catholics was

absolutely forbidden by the 1917 Code of Canon Law (c. 731, §2). The

present discipline of the Church has considerably broadened these

provisions, reflected most clearly in canon 844 of the 1983 Code of

Canon Law.

4 – ONE BODY, MANY PARTS

A body is composed of members, each with a distinct function and pur-

pose. St. Paul recalls this in his letter to the Romans: “For as in one

body we have many members, and not all the members have the same

function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individu-

ally we are members one of another (Romans 12.4-5). Mystici corporis,

recalling this same passage, explains how members of the mystical

body of Christ are called to work together, not as a haphazard group-

ing of members but by the coalescence of structurally united parts

(MC, 16):

But a body calls also for a multiplicity of members, which are

linked together in such a way as to help one another. And as

in the body when one member suffers, all the other members

share its pain, and the healthy members come to the assis-

tance of the ailing, so in the Church the individual members

do not live for themselves alone, but also help their fellows,

and all work in mutual collaboration for the common comfort

and for the more perfect building up of the whole Body (MC, 15).

The mystical body of Christ is certainly comprised of sacred min-

isters – “its first and chief members” – for “[i]t is through them, by com-

mission of the Divine Redeemer Himself, that Christ’s apostolate as

Teacher, King, and Priest is to endure” (MC, 17). It is also comprised of

other members of the faithful, from those who profess the evangelical

counsels to the laity, including Christian parents, and those who col-

laborate with the hierarchy in spreading the Kingdom of the Divine

In this manner the Church, while

remaining faithful to her office as

teacher of truth, safeguarding

“things old,” that is, the deposit of

tradition, fulfills at the same time

the duty of examining prudently

adopting “things new” 

(cf. Matthew 13.52). (GIRM 15)
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Redeemer. All the faithful, even the lowliest, Pius XII recalls, “can reach

the heights of supreme holiness, which, Jesus Christ has promised,

will never be wanting in the Church” (MC, 17).

Lumen gentium makes use of this same image from Paul’s letter to

the Romans and recalls how, by divine institution, the Church is

ordered and governed with a wonderful diversity. It continues by

affirming, even more clearly than Mystici corporis, the equality of all

members, despite a differentiation of functions:

And if by the will of Christ some are made teachers, pastors

and dispensers of mysteries on behalf of others, yet all share

a true equality with regard to the dignity and to the activity

common to all the faithful for the building up of the Body of

Christ. For the distinction which the Lord made between

sacred ministers and the rest of the People of God bears with-

in it a certain union, since pastors and the other faithful are

bound to each other by a mutual need (MC, 32)

Consequently, the Christian faithful are “made sharers in their

own way in Christ’s priestly, prophetic, and royal function which God

entrusted to the Church to fulfil in the world, in accord with the con-

dition proper to each” (c. 204, §1; cf. LG, 31). Whereas Mystici corporis

appears to have reserved participation in Christ’s threefold function to

teach, govern, and sanctify to sacred ministers alone (MC, 17), Lumen

gentium recognizes that all the faithful partake in these functions

according to the condition proper to each. In a similar way, Lumen gen-

tium recognizes that the universal call to holiness – “that sanctity

which is cultivated by all who are moved by the Spirit of God, and who

obey the voice of the Father and worship God the Father in spirit and

in truth” (LG, 41) – applies to everyone, “whether belonging to the hier-

archy, or being cared for by it” (LG, 39). 

In the “gravest of hours” of World War II, Pius XII turned his atten-

tion to the doctrine of the Church – the mystical body of Christ – as a

striking manifestation of communion between people of every nation

and tongue. He was nevertheless mindful of those who were not yet

members of this mystical body, and recalled that the Church waits for

them with “open and outstretched arms” (MC, 103). A short time later,

the Second Vatican Council affirmed that the restoration of unity

among all Christians was one of its principal concerns, since “Christ

the Lord founded one Church and one Church only” (UR, 1). This mys-

tical body is at once a community of faith, hope, and charity and a

hierarchically structured assembly, with externally verifiable bonds of

communion (LG, 8). As Mystici corporis, 65, affirms:

There can, then, be no real opposition or conflict between the

invisible mission of the Holy Spirit and the juridical commis-

sion of Ruler and Teacher received from Christ, since they

mutually complement and perfect each other – as do the body

and soul in man – and proceed from our one Redeemer who

not only said as He breathed on the Apostles “Receive ye the

Holy Spirit,” but also clearly commanded: “As the Father hath

sent me, I also send you” and again: “He that heareth you,

heareth me.”

Christ is really present in the very

assembly gathered in his name, in

the person of the minister, in his

word, and indeed substantially

and un interruptedly under the

Eucharistic species. (GIRM 27)
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WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?

By Margaret Bick
Margaret Bick is a member of the Ontario Liturgical Conference. She holds a Master’s
degree in Liturgical Theology from the Univ. of Notre Dame. She is the former editor of
the National Bulletin on Liturgy and is a well known writer and consultant in the area
of liturgy.

Mystici corporis. Sounds like something out of one of Harry Potter’s

spell books. What difference can a 70-year old document with a name

like that make to our understanding of the liturgy or to the way we par-

ticipate? Answer: A lot. But we have to go back to the beginning, the

beginning of our Christian life, in order to really appreciate the docu-

ment’s impact on that Christian life in which we are now all steeped.

And that beginning is our baptism.

BAPTISM AND ME

When we were baptized the first thing the priest did was to ask our

name. And then he continued to address us each by name throughout

the baptism ritual. Why ask our name? He and God already knew it,

but he asked our name at this moment because this is our formal

introduction to the community. Baptism is never a private thing. We

are baptized into a community. 

We are named and then marked with the cross of Christ on our

forehead by the priest using a bare thumb. In this simple act we are

each claimed for Christ. From here on in, we always have a place in the

Church.

GRAFTED ONTO CHRIST IN THE FONT

Baptism is not a merely a blessing ceremony, or a magic spell; it’s an

encounter with the Trinity, through Christ. St. Paul tells us the deep-

er meaning of the water ritual at baptism in the letter to the Romans

that we hear at every Easter vigil when the whole community is drawn

to the font where the whole Church will receive those reborn in the

baptismal waters. Paul scolds us. “Do you not know that all of us who

have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?

Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so

that, just as Christ was raised from the dead, by the glory of the

Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”

In the waters of the font, Christ unites each one of us to himself –

makes us part of himself, gives us a share in his divine life – so that

we die with him and rise with him in that font. We are forever grafted

onto his body and share divine life. That’s why baptism is never repeat-

ed. And this grafting is reinforced at every celebration of eucharist, “By

the mystery of this water and wine may we come to share in the divin-

ity of Christ who humbled himself to share in our humanity.”

But there are three other actions included in the baptism rite:

anointing, clothing and enlightening. These actions explain the depth

of this transformation, which Christ and the Holy Spirit work within

our very being, which might not be so obvious in the simple water rit-

ual. These additional actions hammer home the depth of our unity

with Christ which results from our baptism. 

When the Sacred Scriptures are

read in the Church, God himself

speaks to his people, and Christ,

present in his word, proclaims the

Gospel. (GIRM 29)
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ANOINTED WITH CHRISM

We are anointed with sacred chrism, the sacred oil that marks the

anointed as an icon of Christ. This sacred chrism is used to do this in

different specific ways in confirmation and in the sacrament of ordina-

tion. But in addition when the altar and the church walls are anoint-

ed in the dedication ritual they too become icons of Christ in their own

way. In the anointing at baptism we are anointed into Christ’s royal,

prophetic, priesthood. He makes us like him: priests and prophets, the

royal household of God – charged with transforming the world and

boldly but gently leading all humanity to God, filled with the gift of the

Holy Spirit in order to carry out these duties.

CLOTHING IN CHRIST

At our baptism we are clothed in a special white garment – either after

the water-bath and anointing or before arriving at the church.

Someone in the family might still have this garment tucked away for

next baby in the family. These words of the rite explain this custom

which is a mere signal of what has really happened to us in the waters

of the font. “You have become a new creation and have clothed your-

self in Christ.” 

We are a new creation, given a new identity. Probably each one of

us has worn a uniform at some time in our lives. This uniform changes

the way people see us. We are no longer seen as the individual we were

before we donned the uniform. We represent something bigger: a com-

pany, a club, a team, a school, a country. The baptismal garment sig-

nals a new identity for us, but an identity far deeper than that of our

various uniforms. The baptismal garment enwraps our body as a sign

that Christ now enwraps the very depth of our being. We cannot wear

this baptismal garment all the time. But we cannot take off Christ. We

are changed forever.

ENLIGHTENED BY CHRIST

At baptism, we are presented with a lit candle, a reminder that we are

enlightened – filled by Christ, with the light of Christ. “You have been

enlightened by Christ. Walk always as children of the light.” When

Jesus healed the blind man in the waters of the pool at Siloam, he said,

“I am the light of the world.” After giving his disciples the beatitudes,

Jesus told them, “You are the light of the world.” We are called to be

light.

MORE THAN A BLESSING

Clearly the baptism ritual is more than a blessing. It signals a new and

permanent reality. We are more than a member of the Jesus fan club.

We are more than followers of his ways. We are more than disciples,

learning his teachings and wisdom. We are all that and more. We are

members of his body. We bear his presence in world and to the world

and for the world. Perhaps we need a short exercise to our daily prayer

once in while. Try reciting this sentence several times, each time

stressing a different word. “I am a member of the body of Christ.”

Explore the feelings that arise. Ask, “Which version do I need to say

more often to myself?

The Roman Rite constitutes a

notable and precious part of the

liturgical treasure and patrimony

of the Catholic Church; its riches

are conducive to the good of

the universal Church, so that their

loss would gravely harm her. 

(GIRM 397)
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BAPTISM AND CHURCH

Baptism is not just about you or just about me. Baptism is about
Christ building up his body, the Church, the Christian community, the
temple of the Holy Spirit. Every person in the world who is baptized in
the name of the Father, Son and Spirit is a member of the body of
Christ.1 No one is more baptized than another. No one is united more
closely to Christ than another. And certainly no one is more loved by
God than another. 

PAUL AND THE BODY

Paul tells us:
You have stripped off the old self with its practices and have
clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed
in knowledge according to the image of its creator. In that
renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ
is all and in all! As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe
yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness,
and patience. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which
binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the
peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were
called in the one body (Colossinas 3.9-15).
And:
The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some
prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to
equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the
body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and
of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the meas-
ure of the full stature of Christ. We must no longer be children,
tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine,
by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming.
But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way
into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole
body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it
is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the
body’s growth in building itself up in love. (Ephesians 4.11-16)2

This is what the Church is! We might be tempted to think, “What
a nice poetic image this is, the Church as the body of Christ!” And

The Rite has in the course of the

centuries not only preserved the

liturgical usages that arose in the

city of Rome, but has also in a

deep, organic, and harmonious

way integrated into itself certain

other usages derived from the

customs and culture of different

peoples and of various particular

Churches whether of the West or

the East, so acquiring a certain

supra-regional character.  

(GIRM 397)
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1 See Vatican Council II, Decree on Ecumenism, 3, 4 and 22.

3. The ecumenical movement is striving to overcome these obstacles. But even in spite of
them it remains true that all who have been justified by faith in Baptism are members of
Christ’s body, and have a right to be called Christian, and so are correctly accepted as
brothers by the children of the Catholic Church. 

4 Nevertheless, the divisions among Christians prevent the Church from attaining the
fullness of catholicity proper to her, in those of her sons who, though attached to her by
Baptism, are yet separated from full communion with her.

“22. Whenever the Sacrament of Baptism is duly administered as Our Lord instituted it,
and is received with the right dispositions, a person is truly incorporated into the cruci-
fied and glorified Christ, and reborn to a sharing of the divine life, as the Apostle says:
“You were buried together with Him in Baptism, and in Him also rose again – through
faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead”. Baptism therefore establish-
es a sacramental bond of unity which links all who have been reborn by it. But of itself
Baptism is only a beginning, an inauguration wholly directed toward the fullness of life in
Christ. Baptism, therefore, envisages a complete profession of faith, complete incorpora-
tion in the system of salvation such as Christ willed it to be, and finally complete ingraft-
ing in eucharistic communion.”

2 See also: Ephesians 1.22-23, 3.6, 4.4, 5.29-30, Romans 12.4-8, 1 Corinthians 10.16-17,
12.12.



some indeed have done so and have tried to limit it to that. But, it is

more than mere poetry. It is a profound spiritual reality which we must

never lose sight of. Though we almost did! Which is why the depth of

it’s meaning is taking so long to revive.

LOSING SIGHT OF PAUL

Gradually and over centuries Paul’s image of the Church became buried

and overlooked. Another image eventually replaced it. Following the

Reformation and the Council of Trent, Robert Bellarmine presented the

Church as a “perfect society.” To 21st century ears this might sound quite

familiar – the peaceable kingdom. However, one must recall what

medieval society was like. This was just 100 years after the era depicted

in the TV show, The Borgias. Think also of the locked-in feudal structures

of obedience, paternalism and fealty oaths depicted in Ken Follett’s nov-

els, Pillars of the Earth and World Without End or even Downton Abbey.

People longed for a divinely perfect version of this social structure.

William Lindsey describes this perfect society in this way:

This notion of church stressed the need for top-down, hierar-

chical, monarchical government in the church, akin to (but

more perfect than) that of the state. Indeed, the perfect society

model made being church synonymous with monarchy, with

absolute control (perfect control) of the whole church exercised

from the top down through a hierarchical chain of command.

The model of church that Trent set into motion placed the

church and its structures over against secular models, while at

the same time incorporating their key features.3

Thus the institutional Church has inherited, and continues to hold

to this day, vestiges of medieval monarchical and aristocratic Europe.4

Pope John XXIII was carried to his “coronation” ceremony on a litter.

(John Paul II was the first Pope not to be.) John Paul I was the first

Pope to refuse to use the royal “We.” And today it is at least some of

these vestiges that Francis, the newly-elected bishop of Rome, is noted

for having cast off.

Paul’s image of the body was slow to reassert itself. The gold-stan-

dard Catholic religious education text used in North America from

1885 until just after the Second Vatican Council, The Baltimore

Catechism, offered this (rather uninspiring) image of the Church:

Q. 489. What is the Church?

A. The Church is the congregation of all those who profess the

faith of Christ, partake of the same Sacraments, and are gov-

erned by their lawful pastors under one visible Head.

Q. 490. How may the members of the Church on earth be

divided?

A. The members of the Church on earth may be divided into

those who teach and those who are taught. Those who teach,

namely, the Pope, bishops and priests, are called the Teaching

Church, or simply the Church. Those who are taught are

called the Believing Church, or simply the faithful.
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(blog): January 2010.

4 For an in depth illustration of this mindset, see James-Charles Noonan, Jr., The Church
Visible: the Ceremonial Life and Protocol of the Roman Catholic Church, Viking Press: 1996.



Godfrey Diekmann, speaking in a 1990 interview for Liturgy

Training Publications5 describes the tensions during the first half of

the 20th century with regard to the Church’s self-image. He states that

as late as 1926 there were still calls within the Church to condemn the

“mystical body” concept – an all-too-Protestant idea related to the

“priesthood of the faithful.” 

But finally, seventy years ago, on June 29 1943, in the midst of

World War II, Pope Pius XII settled the matter, declaring it as official

teaching in his letter to the Church, Mystici corporis, “Of the Mystical

Body.” And it formed a significant part of Vatican II’s approach to the

Church and the liturgy. Diekmann spoke at various times of the com-

plex of Mystici corporis and the documents of the Second Vatican

Council as the “Magna Carta of the laity.” This is justifiable in light of

the impact the 1943 document had on the thinking of the Council

Fathers and on the documents they crafted twenty years later.

Whose Liturgy Is It Anyway?
The Constitution Answers:

It is not difficult nowadays to convince Catholics of the aptness of

Paul’s image of the mystical body to describe the Church’s unity in

diversity. The challenge for the Church today is to take the next step

toward a deeper understanding of its implications. 

The Constitution on the Liturgy can guide us on this path.

Paragraph 7 reiterates the Church’s constant teaching on Christ’s

presence in the eucharistic elements, but pushes the Church to see

the also-ancient teaching that Christ is always present in his Church,

and not just in the eucharistic species but in various modes, including

in the word proclaimed, in the ordained minister and even in the gath-

ered assembly itself.

What is easy to miss here is Christ’s action within the liturgical

assembly. The paragraph begs the question, “What is he doing here?”

It answers the question of who baptizes – Christ; it answers the ques-

tion of who speaks when the scriptures are proclaimed – Christ. But

who gives thanks and praise in the eucharistic prayer? If we read on,

into the paragraph, we find it. “[I]n the liturgy, the whole public wor-

ship is offered by the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, that is, by the

Head and members.” The Head comes first. Christ is worshipping:

praising and thanking. It’s not that we make him present. Rather, it is

his liturgy that he is drawing us into, thereby uniting us with his own

liturgy.6 When Jesus says, “Where two or three are gathered together

in my name, there I am in the midst of them,” he is indicating that the

action is his. We are simply – or not so simply – exercising his priestly

office. And so, paragraph 14 can assert that full, conscious and active

participation is our right and duty by reason of our baptism, which

irrevocably grafts us onto Christ’s body.

The Order of Mass Answers:
If we keep this in mind, some phrases from the Order of Mass

stand out with new clarity. When we end our prayer with the phrase

“through Christ our Lord” we are asserting and reminding ourselves of

our membership in the praying body of Christ. In the prayer during the
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5 Liturgy Training Publications, How Firm a Foundation: The First Fifty Years, (Chicago:
1990).

6 See also Constitution on the Liturgy, 83.



adding of wine to the chalice, “By the mystery of this water and wine
may we come to share in the divinity of Christ who humbled himself to
share in our humanity,” we ask a deepening of our unity with Christ
by which we are divinized. We begin to notice that the eucharistic
prayer is directed to the Father, not to Jesus. In the institution narra-
tive, Christ is spoken of as “he,” not “you,” and it closes with a grand
assertion that we praise and thank God through Christ, with Christ
and in Christ.

RETURNING TO OUR TITLE

It is most fitting to end with Augustine’s preaching on the topic:
So now, if you want to understand the body of Christ, listen to the

Apostle Paul speaking to the faithful: “You are the body of Christ, mem-
ber for member.” [1 Corinthians 12.27] If you, therefore, are Christ’s
body and members, it is your own mystery that is placed on the Lord’s
table! It is your own mystery that you are receiving! You are saying
“Amen” to what you are: your response is a personal signature, affirm-
ing your faith. When you hear “The body of Christ”, you reply “Amen.”
Be a member of Christ’s body, then, so that your “Amen” may ring true!
(Sermon 272)

Now, who do you think you are?
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