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THE MYSTICAL BODY OF CHRIST

WE have taken a first look at the Church Our Lord

established. We have seen that in it and through it

we have access to the truth and the life and the union

with Himself in which our redemption consists. What truth

means has been explained fairly fully, and something has

been said of life, though more must be said. But what of

union?

From what we have said thus far, we see it as a union of

love and obedience. And as such it is wonderful beyond

man's dreams. But that is only the fringe. The fullness of

the union that Christ planned for us—union with Himself

and through Him with God—is far closer and deeper. We
must try to understand it, for it is the central reality of the

Church and the central reality of ourselves. (For a fuller

study of the Church, as visible body and mystical body, a

wonderful book is Karl Adam's Spirit of Catholicism (Sheed

& Ward).)

Take as a starting point the question Our Lord, from the

right hand of His Father in heaven, put to Saul on the road

to Damascus. (Read Acts ix. 1-8.) Saul had been persecuting

the Christians in Jerusalem fiercely (for he never did any-

thing by halves, either as Saul the Pharisee or Paul the

Apostle). He was on his way to Damascus to seize Christians

there too when he was stricken blind and heard a voice say-

ing: "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?" Not "My
Church", you observe, but "Me".
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Our Lord is asserting an identity between His Church and

Himself. Is it a real identity—that is, does He mean the

words to be taken at their full value? Or is it merely a

rhetorical device, a way of saying that the Church is His

special property, so that if anyone persecutes it, it is as

though he persecuted Him? It would have been an odd

moment for rhetoric: for Saul it was the moment of truth.

He knew the identity to be real. Years later he could write

to the Galatians (iii. 28): "You are all one person in Jesus

Christ."

Our Lord had actually said it—although on the Damascus

road Saul knew nothing of that—at the Last Supper: or

rather on the way from the supper room to the Garden of

Gethsemane (John xv. 5): "I am the Vine, you are the

branches."

The phrase is decisive. The union of Christians with

Christ is no mere union of love and obedience; it is a living,

organic unity. Branches are not simply a society that the

vine decides to found and take a kindly interest in. The vine

lives in the branches, the branches live in the vine, live with

the very life of the vine.

Our union with Christ is of such a sort that He lives in us,

we live in Him, live with His very life.

The truth is at once marvellous and mysterious. It is St.

Paul who goes deepest into the mystery—naturally, because

it alone Our Lord had uttered in converting him. The
Church is the body of Christ and we are all "members" of

His body, parts of His body. With our present knowledge,

of the human body's structure we more readily think of our-

selves as cells in His body. We shall return to St. Paul later

:

here note one text (1 Cor. xii. 27): "You are Christ's body,

organs of it depending upon each other." „

We have come to call the Church the Mystical Body of

Christ: the adjective simply means mysterious. Thus we
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distinguish it from the natural body, inwhichHe was conceived

in the womb of His mother and born in Bethlehem, which

hung upon the cross, is now at the right hand of the Father, is

received by us under the appearance of bread in the Eucha-

rist. Theologians speak of the second body as the successor

of the first, because in it Our Lord continues to act among
men as He did in His natural body during His short life upon
earth.

To call the Church Christ's body is no more a piece of

rhetoric than was His own phrase to Saul. The Church is

not simply an organization to which we resort for the gifts

He wants us to have; to think of it only as a society founded

by Him is not enough. In our human experience a living

body comes closest to giving us the true idea of it. For it is

of the essence of a living body that there is one life-centre, so

that every element in it lives by one same life.

That we are thus living cells in a body of which Christ is

head is the most important fact about ourselves. We must

try to see further into it.

To the Ephesians, St. Paul said (i. 22): "God made Christ

the head to which the whole Church is joined, so that the

Church is his body."

In other words Our Lord, living in His natural body in

heaven, lives also in another body on earth. The second body
is not a replica ofthe first, it is of a different order. But it is as

truly entitled to be called both a body, and Christ's body. In

a body, every element, every limb and organ, every cell lives

with one same life, the life of him whose body it is. So it is

with Christ's natural body, so it is with His mystical body.

The two lives are different: in the first body it is natural

life, in the second supernatural life, sanctifying grace. In the

Church every member has his own natural life and must

labour to correct its defects; but the life of grace, by which at
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last we shall come to the vision of God in heaven—that is

simply Christ living in us, sharing His own life with us. "I

live," says St. Paul, "now not I, but Christ lives in me."

We have cells in our own body living with our life; we
must become cells in Christ's body, living with His. We must

be incorporated with Christ, built into His body. How? By
baptism. Born into the race of Adam, we must be reborn

into Christ. "We were taken up into Christ by baptism"

says St. Paul to the Romans (vi. 3); to the Galatians he says

(iii. 27),
" All you who have been baptized in Christ's name

have put on the person of Christ . . . you are all one person

in Christ."

That, then, is the Church; and that is what it is to belong

to the Church. We are built into, in that sense made one

with, Our Lord's humanity. But that humanity is the hum-
anity of God the Son; so that we are united with the second

Person and thus with the Blessed Trinity. We now see new
meaning in two phrases used by Our Lord at the Last Supper.

In a text already quoted, He prays that all who come to

accept Him "may be one, as Thou Father in Me and I in

Thee, that they also may be one in Us" (John xvii. 21,

but read on to the end ofthe chapter). Near the beginning of

the great discourse He had uttered the same truth in one

phrase "I am in My Father and you in Me and I in you"

(John xiv. 20).

To be a Catholic and not to grasp what it is to be a Catholic

—that is a matter for pity, one misses so much. But to grasp

it can be frightening too, for we have not only the super-

natural life given us by Christ, we have also a natural life of

our own, and in harmonizing nature and grace few of us can

show any spectacular success. Yet with all our mediocrity

there is greatness for us : there is no other dignity given to

men which can approach this, and it is given to every one of

us by baptism.
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We are united with Christ, who is God, with a closeness

which no human relationship even comes near. Mother and

son are close, but they are still two. Our union with Christ

is closer than that union, at its very closest, could ever be:

and this for a double reason.

First, we are members of Christ—we do not think of the

organs of our own body, heart or liver for instance, as rela-

tions, kinsmen; they are closer to our very being and so are

we to Christ's.

Second, our union with Christ is in the supernatural order,

and the lowest relation in the order of grace is nearer than

the highest in the order of nature. It was so for Our Lady
herself. St. Augustine notes that she was more exalted by her

holiness than by her relation to Our Lord: and he says again:

"More blessed was Mary in receiving Christ's faith than in

conceiving Christ's flesh."

Even when we have grasped the reality of the Mystical

Body, most of us know that we are making scarcely an effort

to live up to it. Take one single fact: every Catholic is closer

to us by the union he and we have with Christ than is any

member of our family by natural kinship. If we began to

treat one another accordingly, it would be a new world.

To treat another Catholic with cruelty or injustice is

plainly to act as if the Mystical Body did not exist; but short

of actual maltreatment, to regard a fellow member of Christ's

body as merely somebody else is to ignore the principal fact

about ourself and him.

We have just spoken of Our Lady. She is the first member
of the Mystical Body. We shall speak more of her.
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THE MOTHER OF GOD

The Son Who Chose His Mother

OUR understanding of Our Blessed Lady depends tot-

ally upon our understanding of her Son. Everything

about her flows from her being Christ's mother; as

our understanding of Him grows, our understanding of her

grows. Unless we have some knowledge of the doctrines of

Trinity and Incarnation, we can still love her but cannot

know her; and we have already seen that loving without full

knowledge is only a shadow of loving.

She is the mother of God. The child she conceived and

bore is God the Son. In His divine nature He had existed

eternally. But His human nature he owed to her as much as

any man owes his human nature to his mother. There is

nothing that makes my mother mine which is lacking in her

relation to Him as man. As God He was born of the Father

before all ages; as man He was born at a particular moment
of time of the Virgin Mary. Do not think it sufficient to call

her the mother of His human nature: natures, we have

already noted, do not have mothers. She was mother, as

yours or mine is, of the person born of her. And the Person

was God the Son.

It is a special mark of the Catholic as distinct from what

we may call the typical Protestant that he finds this truth

almost shattering in its greatness, its immensity; whereas to

the other it is simply a biographical fact about Christ which
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one notes but does not linger upon. Naturally, he seems to

say, if God was to become man, one would expect Him to

have a mother ; but having borne Him into the world, she had

done her duty, and from now on our whole interest must be

in Him, not her. When thought of at all, she must be thought

of with respect. But she is not often thought of. Why should

she be?

I have put this way of looking at her as a sort of rough out-

line of a whole state of mind. In its more extreme utterance

it can be so comic that one almost forgets how tragic it is. On
the outdoor platform I once had a questioner who said,

solemnly: "I respect Christ's mother as I respect my own."

The overwhelming temptation, when one hears such a re-

mark, is to point to the difference between the two sons. But

it is necessary to make clear why the difference makes a

difference. We are not saying that mothers of holy children

are better than mothers of less holy. The difference is not

between one son who is holy and another who is less ob-

viously so. It is between a Son who is God and a son who is

man only.

In seeing what the difference is, a good starting point is

the simple fact that this Son existed before His mother. So

that He is the only Son who was in a position to choose who
His mother should be : He could choose therefore what every

son would choose if he could, the mother who would suit him

best. Further, it goes with the very heart of sonship that a son

wants to give his mother gifts; and Christ, being God, could

give her all that she would want : to His giving power there

was no limit. And what above all she wanted was union with

God, the completest union possible to a human being of her

will with God's will, grace therefore in her soul.

He was her Son, and He gave it lavishly. She responded

totally, so that she was sinless. It was her response to the

grace ofGod that made her supreme in holiness—higher even
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than the highest angel, the Church tells us. We may pause

for a moment to look at this truth. By nature she was lower

than the least angel, for human nature as such is less than

angelic. But, as we have already seen, any relation in the order

of grace is higher than any in the order of nature. It is by

grace that we are closer to God; by our response, that is, to

the created share in His own life that God offers us. By grace

Our Lady outranks all created beings. But only because she

responded more perfectly. St. John Chrysostom says :
" She

would not have been blessed, though she had borne Him in

the body, had she not heard the word of God and kept it."

Immaculate Conception and Assumption

We have considered one result of Our Lady's being the

mother ofGod—all sons want to give their mothers gifts, this

Son could give without any limit save her power to receive;

and what in supreme measure He gave was sanctifying grace.

But there is one special element in His power to give that we
might easily overlook. Because He was God, He could give

His mother gifts not only before He was born of her, but

before she was born herself. This is the meaning of the

doctrine of the Immaculate Conception.

It is surprising how this phrase has caught the non-Catho-

lic imagination, but more surprising how, for the non-Catho-

lic who uses it, it has no trace of its true meaning. Ninety-nine

times out of a hundred it is used as if it meant the virgin

birth of Christ. But it refers not to Christ's conception in

Our Lady's womb, but to her conception in the womb of her

own mother. It does not mean, either, that she was virginally

conceived : she had a father and mother. It means that her

Son's care for her and gifts to her began from the first moment
of her existence.

For all of us conception comes when God creates a soul
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and unites it with the bodily element formed in the mother's

womb. But from the very first moment ofher soul's creation,

it had, by God's gift, not natural life only but supernatural

life. What this means quite simply is that she whom God
chose to be His mother never existed for an instant without

sanctifying grace in her soul.

A century ago the Church made this doctrine the subject

of an infallible definition. For century upon century before

that Catholics had held it for certain truth. Once the Church

had formulated with all possible clearness the doctrines of the

Trinity and Incarnation, so that Catholics could live day in

and day out in the full awareness of who and what Christ is,

they began to see it as unthinkable that He should have

allowed his mother to exist for so much as an instant without

sanctifying grace. Yet for many devoted lovers ofthe Blessed

Virgin, a troubling question remains. Our Lady had said in

the Magnificat: "My spirit doth rejoice in God my Saviour."

How could God be her Saviour, what was there to save her

from, if she had had grace always?

Gradually they came to see the answer, or rather the two-

fold answer. To save men from their sins is a great mercy of

God; but to save this one woman from ever sinning was a

greater mercy, but still a mercy. Not only that. Sinless as

she was, possessed of grace at every instant, she was still

member of a fallen race, a race to which heaven was closed.

The Saviour's redeeming act opened heaven to her as to all

members of the race.

Roughly a hundred years after the definition of the Im-

maculate Conception came that of the Assumption of Our
Blessed Lady. In the dogma, the word assumption has no

relation to its ordinary English meaning of something one

assumes because one cannot prove it. It means the taking of

Our Lady, body and soul, into heaven. It is, if anything,

earlier than the belief that she was conceived immaculate;
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and it is not too much to say that it never raised any serious

doubt, or even problem, in the minds of Catholics.

It was an almost inevitable result of living with the full

truth about her Son. For the ordinary man, there was the

simple feeling that Christ would want His mother with Him
in heaven, not her soul only but herself, body and soul. Any
son would want that, and this was the one Son who could

have what He wanted. For the more instructed, probably,

there was another element. It is a doctrine of the Church

that all men would receive back the bodies from which their

souls had been separated at death. The gap between wras a

result of sin, and Our Lady was sinless.

Men, of course, cannot pretend to know what God will or

will not do. For all of us the temptation occasionally arises

to decide some question with the confidence that the decision

is God's, when all that we have done is to decide what we
would do if we were God. But when the vast mass of Catho-

lics see a conclusion as certain over a space of some fifteen

hundred years, the risk is not great. It vanishes altogether

when the Church gives its infallible definition.

Our Mother

At the Annunciation, theologians hold that in saying " Be it

done unto me according to thy word" Our Lady uttered the

consent of the human race to the first step in its redemption.

The Assumption means that in heaven she represents the

human race redeemed : she alone is, body and soul, wrhere all

the saved will one day be. We must look a little more closely

at her relation to the human race which at these two points

she represents.

We call her our mother, and for most of us the matter

requires no discussion. Yet it repays discussion. If we take

for granted that she is our mother simply because she is
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Christ's, we omit something that matters for our understand-

ing of what she means to us. As her Son, He drew His

natural life from her; but, because He was her Redeemer,

she drew her supernatural life from Him : and it is in the

supernatural order, the order of grace, that she is our

mother.

How, in this order, does she become so? By her Son's

appointment. In the Collect to her feast as Mediatrix of All

Graces, the Church says it
—

"O Lord Jesus Christ, our Medi-
ator with the Father, who hast deigned to appoint Thy most

blessed Virgin Mother to be our Mother." The appointment

was made upon Calvary. When Our Lord gave her the

Apostle John to be her son, He was not simply making pro-

vision for her. For that He had no need to wait for Calvary.

Calvary was the sacrifice of the race's redemption; every-

thing that He did and said on the cross is related to that. So

with His wrords to Our Lady and St. John. It was as part of

His plan of redemption, that He was giving her to be the

mother of John—not of John as himself but as man. From
that moment she is the mother of us all.

What does motherhood carry with it? Essentially, love and

total willingness to serve. Those two things Catholics have

always seen in her, telling her their needs with complete con-

fidence, inwardly conversing with her freely. That is, we pray

to her; which means that we ask her to pray for us—for all

kinds of things, but especially for grace, which is what mat-

tered most to her (matters most to us too, though we do not

always realize it). In the encyclical Ad Diem St. Pius X called

her "the first steward in the dispensing of graces".

With this we come to an element in the Redemption which

we too easily fail to notice. Christ redeemed us, but it is in

God's plan that the application to individual souls of the

Redemption Christ won should be by fellow members of the

race: we are all called to be stewards in the dispensing of
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graces. The principal ways for every one of us are love,

prayer, suffering.

None of these things would be of any effect if Christ had

not died for us; but in union with His redemptive act they

are of immense power. From the beginning of the Christian

Church, their effect is taken for granted. Thus St. Paul can

tell his converts, to pray for others precisely because there is

one Mediator between God and man (i Tim. ii. 5). In other

words, the fact that Our Lord is Mediator does not make our

prayer for one another unnecessary; it makes it effective.

Everyone's prayers can help others, but the holier, the

more. With Christ and in Christ we are all called upon to

take a part in redeeming others. All are meant to take a part

in His redeeming work, but Mary above all; for she was sin-

less, she was wholly love, she suffered supremely.

The Mystical Body exists for the application of Christ's

redemption to the souls of men; as I have said, we are all

called upon to help in the application, but she is the co-

redemptress. So that once again she represents the race, the

redeemed race. So much of what we say when we speak of

her and when we speak of the Church is interchangeable

—

we call her our mother, for instance, and in the next breath

we speak of our holy mother the Church. The truth is that

what the Church, the Mystical Body, does in its other mem-
bers more or less well according to the individual's will to

co-operate, she in her single person does continually and

perfectly. She is the first steward in the dispensing of graces.


