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Pope Benedict XVI declared the Year of Faith to cover from 
the period of October 11th, 2012 to November 24th 2013. This 
period was meant to celebrate two important anniversaries in 
the history of the Church. The first is the 50th anniversary of 
the opening of the Second Vatican Council and the 20th 
anniversary of the publication of the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church. In the Apostolic Letter of Pope Benedict XVI 
Motu Proprio Data, through which he ushered in the Year of 
Faith, he wrote that, 

The Year of Faith... is a summons to an authentic and 
renewed conversion to the Lord, the one Saviour of the 
world. In the mystery of his death and resurrection, 
God has revealed in its fullness the love that saves and 
calls us to conversion of life through the forgiveness of 
sins... Through faith, this new life shapes the whole of 
human existence according to the radical new reality 
of the resurrection. To the extent that he freely 
cooperates, man‘s thoughts and affections, mentality 
and conduct are slowly purified and transformed, on a 
journey that is never completely finished in this life 
(No. 6). 

In this document the Supreme Pontiff creates a link between 
faith and life. Thus faith is not an abstract reality, but a reality 
expressed in concrete historical life experience. In this work 
Faith and Life for Africa‟s Commitment to Christ: Reflections on 
the Christian Creed the editor brings together a collection of 
articles on the creed in which the faith of the church is 
expressed and preserved, thus Pope John Paul II would refer 
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to the catechism of the Catholic Church as the Fidei 
Depositum; however, through the commentaries run by the 
different authors, they are related to everyday life and 
experience. This piece is the contribution of the Conference of 
Major Superiors of Nigeria to the Year of Faith, and the 
Conference‘s way of celebrating the 50th anniversary of the 
opening of the Second Vatican Council and the 20th 
anniversary of the publication of the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church. I recommend this work to all Catholics, 
priests, religious and the lay. 
  
Very Revd Fr Henry Omonisaye, Cmf 
President, CMSN (Men) 
24th October, Feast of St Anthony Mary Claret 
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Introduction 
The task set before the Second Vatican Council by Pope John 
XXIII was to present better the precious deposit of Christian 
doctrine in order to make it more accessible to the Christian 
faithful and to all people of good will. Thus Pope John Paul II 
would write in the Apostolic Constitution Fidei Depositum on 
the publication of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, ―The 
Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, which was opened 
thirty years ago by my predecessor Pope John XXIII, of happy 
memory, had as its intention and purpose to highlight the 
Church‘s apostolic and pastoral mission, and by making the 
gospel shine forth to lead all people to seek and receive 
Christ‘s love which surpasses all knowledge (Eph 3:19)‖. In 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the quest to present 
better the precious deposit of Christian doctrine in order to 
make it more accessible to the Christian faithful and to all 
people of good will was realized. 
 
The Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria, in consonance 
with the mind of the universal church, in a Pastoral Message 
towards the Jubilee year 2000 wrote that ―We should commit 
ourselves – clergy, religious and laity – to a careful reading 
and study of the Catechism of the Catholic Church. Pastors, 
in particular, should endeavour to lead the faithful entrusted 
to their care through this contemporary treasury of Catholic 
teaching on faith and morals. On our part as Bishops, we 
shall pursue vigorously during these years, with the 
collaboration of relevant experts, our urgent task to make this 
catechism available and accessible to our people.‖ However, 
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Pope John XXIII, in his opening address to the Second 
Vatican Council, made a distinction between the substance of 
faith and the language in which it is presented. While the 
‗substance of faith‘ talks about the constancy of the faith, ‗the 
language in which it is presented‘ talks about the creativity 
that should be employed in the presentation of the ‗substance 
of faith‘ to ever changing circumstances.  
 
The present work on Faith and Life for Africa‟s Commitment to 
Christ: Reflections on the Christian Creed is concerned with the 
language and pattern of presenting the substance of the 
Catholic faith in a new way that celebrates the year of faith. 
The idea of ‗Africa‘s commitment to Christ‘, speaks of the 
locale, and in the light of Ecclesia in Africa and Africae Munus it 
calls the Church in Africa to a renewed commitment to 
Christ. This work is an outcome of the Executive Council 
meeting of the Conference of Major Superiors (Men) which 
was held on 3rd April 2013 at Iva Valley, Enugu, during 
which the Executives of the Conference in obedience to the 
beckoning of the Church, decided to make a contribution to 
the Year of Faith through a running of simple commentaries 
on the articles of the Catechism of the Catholic Church. It is a 
book of chapters that focuses on particular articles of the 
creed; however, articles four and seven have more than a 
person reflecting on them, thus providing a broader 
perspective. 
 
The commentators on the various articles of the creed are 
members of Religious Institutes and Societies of Apostolic 
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Life. They comprise of pastors and lecturers. The first chapter 
on the first article of the creed was commented upon by Fr 
Jude Osai, OSA. The second and third chapters on the second 
and third articles of the creed were commented upon by Fr 
Kanu Anthony, OSA. The fourth and fifth chapters that focus 
on the fourth article of the creed, and were commented upon 
by Fr Victor Nwabueze, OMV and Fr Emeka Nwosu, OP 
respectively. The seventh chapter focuses on the fifth article 
and was commented upon by Fr Eshidenang Ushie, OMV. 
The eighth and ninth chapters are commentaries on the 
seventh article of the creed by Fr Jude Osai, OSA and Fr 
Chibuike Okoli, SMMM respectively. The tenth chapter by Fr 
Edward Daleng, OSA is on the eight article of the creed. 
Chapter eleven on the ninth article was commented upon by 
Fr, Oseni Ogunu, OMV, while chapters twelve, thirteen and 
fourteen, on the tenth, eleventh and twelfth articles of the 
creed were commented upon by Fr Fr Samuel Anjah, Cmf. In 
all their efforts, we witness a humble attempt to better 
articulate the deposit of faith in and for every generation so 
that they may understand it in their own terms. In our age of 
New Evangelization, it is a piece that cannot be ignored. 
 
Kanu Ikechukwu Anthony, OSA 
Executive Secretary, CMSN (Men) 
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CHAPTER ONE  
Belief in God the Father Almighty, Creator of Heaven and 

Earth 
 

By 
Jude A. Ossai, O.S.A. 

St Augustine‟s Priory, Ibusa 
Delta State 

 
Introduction 
The Year of Faith, called into action by Pope Benedict XVI‘s 
Motu Proprio, Porta Fidei, has been a special moment of faith 
revival in the Catholic Church. It has been a period of 
concerted efforts to better understand and more 
enthusiastically practice the faith of the Church. The 
profession of Faith has been at the heart of this faith revival. 
 
From the beginning, the Church has always articulated her 
faith in brief formulae or in organic and articulated 
summaries.1 These syntheses called ―Profession of Faith‖ are 
also called ―Creeds‖ or ―Symbols of Faith‖. These creeds are 
generally collections of the essential elements of the faith 
professed by Christians. As ―symbols‖ of our faith they serve 
as reference points of unity in our belief. 
 
Through the history of the Church, many different symbols of 
faith have been articulated, in response to different needs and 

                                                           
1  Catechism of the Catholic Church. (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1994.  
No.186. Cf. Rom 10 9; 1Cor 15:3-5. 
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challenges of that era.2 All these creeds are very relevant for 
the faith of the Church. Among them, however, two occupy a 
special place in the life and faith practice of the Church: the 
Apostles‘ Creed and the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed.3 
The Apostles‘ Creed is a faithful summary of the Apostles‘ 
faith, used as a baptismal symbol of the Church of Rome. The 
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed stems from the first 
Ecumenical Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople (in 325 
and 381 AD). This  creed is commonly called the ―Nicene‖ 
Creed. The Nicene Creed is more detailed than the Apostles 
Creed. This analysis of ―Belief in God the Father‖ is going to 
follow the Apostles creed, but with references to the Nicene 
Creed. 
 
My analysis and explication in this article is limited to 
chapter one of section two of the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church (Numbers 198-421). In other words, my focus is on ―I 
believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and 
earth‖. This article is an attempt to make a simplified 
presentation of the teachings of the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church regarding belief in God as Father and Creator of all 
that exists, visible and invisible, and all that the action of God 
―the Father‖ implies. 
 
Belief in God the Father is belief in God as the ―only God‖. To 
believe in God the Father is to believe also in the Trinity. As 
God the Father and the Trinity, God created all that is and by 

                                                           
2  See Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 192. 
3  Catechism of the Catholic Church, nos. 194-174. 
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so doing, revealed himself to man as the almighty and 
merciful, the provider and the Redeemer. 
 
BELIEF IN ONE GOD AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 
―I believe in one God‖ is the first affirmation of the Creed and 
the rest of the creed is derived from it and depends on it. 
What this declaration of faith simply says is that God is 
unique; there is only one God and no other besides him.  
 
Right from the Old Testament God revealed himself as the 
only God (Deut 6:4-5; Isaiah 44:6; 45:22-24; cf. Phil 2:10-11). 
Jesus re-echoes this teaching in Mk 12:29-30. As we shall see 
later, the doctrine of the Trinity does not negate this 
primordial and central teaching of the oneness of God. In 
other words, our belief in God as one does not mean that 
there are no three persons in one God. Catholic understanding 
of Trinity does not destroy her monotheistic faith. The 4th 
Lateran Council puts this succinctly: 

We firmly believe and confess without reservation 
that there is only one true God, eternal, infinite 
(imensus) and unchangeable, incomprehensible, 
almighty and ineffable, the Father and the Son and 
the Holy Spirit; three persons indeed, but one 
essence, substance or nature, entirely simple.4  

God has to be one and only, to truly qualify as the God we 
believe in. Our God is not one God among others; He is the 

                                                           
4  H. Denzinger and A. Schonmetzer, Enchiridion Symbolorum (hereafter 
DS), no. 800, as cited in Catechism of the Catholic Church, no.  202. 
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only God. Our conviction and knowledge about God comes 
from His self revelation.  
 
First, God reveals his name. By revealing his name God 
shows us that He is a rational and a relational being. This is 
because ―a name expresses a person‘s essence and identity 
and the meaning of this person‘s life‖.5 When you introduce 
yourself to someone, it means that you want to be known and 
you are willing to relate. This is what God did with 
humanity, through Moses. By revealing his name, God is 
opening up to man and inviting man to begin a relationship 
with him. 
 
God reveals himself to Moses as ―the God of your father, the 
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob (Ex 
3:6). The God we believe in is the God who has been with His 
people from the beginning of time and at all times; he is the 
faithful and compassionate God. God went further to tell 
Moses that He is ―I am‖ = ―I am who I am‖. This mysterious 
name of God has lots of meaning to it. ―I am who I am‖ = 
YHWH (Yahweh), is like a coded name meant to reveal who 
God is, as an absolute mystery 6 . By this name God has 
revealed that he is always with his people – in the past, in the 
present and in the future.7  

                                                           
5  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 203. 
6  A mystery is said to be ―absolute‖ if it remains incomprehensible after it 
has been revealed. God is an absolute mystery because even after He has 
revealed himself to man in different ways, He still cannot be completely 
understood until that day when we shall ―see Him as He really is‖.  
7  Catechism of the Catholic Church,  nos. 206-208. 
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The divine name, ―I am‖, expresses God‘s faithfulness. God is 
always faithful to his promises even when man is frequently 
unfaithful. This faithfulness led God to give up his Son for 
mankind. Our God does not deceive; his word is always true. 
This fact that God does not deceive is the basic reason why 
his promises are to be trusted (Psalm 119:160; 2Sam 7:28; cf. 
Deut 7:9). Because God is truth, one can afford to abandon 
oneself completely to God. We believe in God and place all 
our trust in Him because He is infinitely perfect, and so does 
not lie. 
 
We also learn from God‘s revelation that He is love. He does 
not only act lovingly, He is love itself. Israel discovered that 
God‘s revelation is itself an act of love: God chose the people 
of Israel from among all peoples and made them his special 
possession out of sheer gratuitous love (Deut 4:37; 7:8; 10:15).8 
It is also out of love that God always saved and pardoned 
them, despite their unfaithfulness (Cf. Isaiah 43:1-7; Hosea 2). 
 
God‘s love is made manifest in the gift of His Son who came 
to redeem us (John 3:16; cf. Hosea 11:1; Isaiah 49: 14-15). God‘s 
love is everlasting (Isaiah 54: 8, 10; Jer 31:3). St. John clearly 
declared that God is love (1John 4:8, 16). God does not just 
practice ―acts of love‖. His very being is love. 
Having seen these attributes of the one and only God it is 
important to highlight certain implications and consequences 
of faith in one God. Believing in God and loving him should 

                                                           
8  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 218. 



Jude A. Ossai, O.S.A. 

 

 

6 

have tremendous effects in our whole life. The one who 
claims to believe in God but does not allow his knowledge of 
God to affect his way of life is not a true believer. Such a 
person can be described as a practical atheist.9 Faith in God 
should lead to the ethical transformation of the believer. The 
way I relate with people and other created things should be 
influenced by my knowledge of God and faith in Him.  
 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church (Nos. 223-227) presents 
five implication of faith in one God: 

1. It means coming to know God‘s greatness and majesty. 
To believe in God is to believe in His awesomeness 
and greatness. It means recognition of the fact that 
before God I am insignificant and far the lesser. This 
recognition brings out obeisance, adoration and 
docility from me in my relationship with God. 

2. It means living in thanksgiving to the God who is the 
source of who we are and what we have (cf. 1Cor 4:7). 

3. It means knowing the unity and true dignity of all 
men. Since everyone is made in the image and likeness 
of God we are united in God and we share the same 
dignity that God in his love has endowed us 
graciously. 

                                                           
9  Practical atheism, also referred to as apatheism, is the view and way of 
life that does not regard God nor allow God to influence one‘s actions and 
general way of life. For the practical Atheist, ―the existence of gods is not 
rejected, but may be designated unnecessary or useless; gods neither 
provide purpose to life, nor influence everyday life,‖ 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atheism#Practical_atheism). For the 
practical atheist, God may exist but He  does not really matter. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atheism#Practical_atheism
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4. It means making good use of all created things. We 
make good use of created things if we do not allow 
them to lead us away from the Creator of these things. 
Created things should not take the place of the 
Creator. 

5. It means trusting God in every circumstance. Even in 
adversity we have to trust God who did not only 
create all things but is providentially in control of all 
things. 

 
GOD AS TRINITY 
The Doctrine of the Trinity is a very important dogma of the 
Church. The Trinity is present in many parts of the Scripture, 
and yet very difficult to explain. That God is a Trinity 
remains the central mystery of the Christian faith.10 In the 
creed we profess our faith in the ―only one God‖. However, 
this one God is a trinity of Persons: Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. This teaching is the most fundamental and essential 
teaching in the hierarchy of the truths of faith.11  
 
All through the history of salvation and the history of the 
Church, God has gradually revealed this deep mystery of 
himself to humanity. The mystery of God‘s innermost being, 
what Church Fathers called theologia (theology) was gradually 
revealed through the works and events of God in history. 
This action and event through which God revealed himself is 
called oikonomia (economy) by the Church Fathers.12 Through 
                                                           
10  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 234. 
11  Catechism of the Catholic Church,  no. 234. 
12  Catechism of the Catholic Church No. 236. 
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this oikonomia, theologia is revealed to us; conversely, the 
theologia illuminates the oikononia. Theologians have followed 
this patristic teaching to speak of ―Economic Trinity‖ and 
―Immanent Trinity‖. Economic Trinity refers to the 
knowledge of God through the oikonomia, that is, through 
the action of God in (salvific) history. Immanent Trinity refers 
to the theologia, that is, the knowledge of God in Himself. 
These two ways of coming to the knowledge of God is also 
described by theologians as Trinity ad extra and Trinity ad 
intra. Trinity ad intra refers to the Trinity (God) as He is 
within Himself, in a way that we do not know until the 
beatific vision. Trinity ad extra refers to the Trinity (God) as 
we have come to know Him, through revelation and the 
redemptive work of Christ and the Holy Spirit. It is important 
to note that the difference between Economic and Immanent 
Trinity is only epistemological and not ontological. That is to 
say that it is only on the level of our knowledge of God and not 
the nature of God. 
 
God is revealed as Father 
The Scriptures bear witness to the gradual but steady 
revelation of God to humanity as Trinity. At different stages 
in the history of salvation, God revealed himself more clearly 
as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  
God is revealed to Israel as a Father (Deut 32:6; Mal 2:10), and 
Israel is presented as ―his first-born son‖ (Ex 4:22). Jesus 
himself revealed that God is Father, not just by being creator, 
but by also being his eternal Father (cf. Matt 11:27). To be 
eternally Father means that there was no time he was not 
Father; He is always Father as Jesus is always Son.  
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Jesus is revealed as the one who has been from the beginning 
(cf. John 1:1; Col 1:15; Heb 1:3). This is why the Church, at the 
council of Nicaea in 325, confessed that Jesus is 
―consubstantial with the Father‖. This teaching was further 
expanded in the Council of Constantinople (381) by stating 
that the Son of God is ―eternally begotten of the Father, light 
from light, true God from true God, begotten not made‖.13  
 
When Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit after his 
ascension, the Holy Spirit is revealed as another divine 
Person (John 14:17, 26; 16:13). The Spirit is sent by the Father 
in the name of the Son, and by the Son in person, once he has 
returned to the Father (cf. John 14:26; 15:26; 16:14). 14  The 
Church‘s faith, based on Sacred Scripture, recognizes the 
Father as ―The source and origin of the whole divinity‖.15  
 
Since our major concern in this section is belief in God as 
Father, we wish to ask: what does calling God ―Father‖ 
mean? Firstly, calling God Father means that he is the origin 
of everything and that he is transcendent authority. Secondly, 
that God is full of goodness and loving care for his children.  
 
Drawing from the experience of parents and children, God is 
understood as the primary source and also provider for the 
family. We have to point to the weakness of this analogy, 
however: While human parents are fallible and imperfect, 
                                                           
13  DS 150; Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 242. 
14  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 244. 
15  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 245. 



Jude A. Ossai, O.S.A. 

 

 

10 

God our Father is infallible and perfect. God transcends 
human fatherhood and motherhood, and he is their origin 
and standard (cf. Psalm 27:10; Eph 3:14; Isaiah 49: 15). 
 
Both in intra-trinitarian life (theologia) and in his relationship 
with us (oikonomia), God is Father. When we profess in the 
Creed, therefore, that ―I believe in one God, the Father 
almighty …‖ this is what we mean. The Father is the first 
Person of the Trinity, the source of the whole divinity, 
eternally, and like the earthly parents God is the source of our 
origin and he cares for us like a loving father. One other 
difference to note is that though the Father is the source, he is 
not greater than the other  persons of the Trinity. The  three 
Persons are equally eternal. 
 
The Development of the Teaching of the Trinity 
The Dogma of the Trinity has been at the root of the living 
faith of the Church, especially by means of baptism. 
Catechumens were  taught and prepared for baptism with 
formulas that highlight the Trinity and they were eventually 
baptized in the name of the Trinity – not in their own name 
(cf. Matt 28:19; 2Cor 13:14; 1Cor 12:4-6; Eph 4:4-6).16  
 
Faith in the Trinity was based on the Scriptures. However, 
the Church sought to clarify this faith ―both to deepen her 
own understanding of the faith and to defend it against the 
errors that were deforming it‖.17 This task of clarifying the 

                                                           
16  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 233. 
17  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 250. 
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Trinitarian faith fell to the early Councils and the Church 
Fathers. Both the Councils and the Church Fathers were in 
turn, sustained by the Christian people‘s sense of faith. 
 
To succeed in making this clarification and in defending the 
Trinitarian faith, the Church had to develop her own 
terminologies by employing some terminologies and notions 
that are of philosophical origins. Such terminologies as 
―substance‖, ―person‖ or ―hypostasis‖, ―relation‖, etc, were 
adopted from philosophy. 18  These terminologies were 
applied to express the nature and mode of relation between 
the persons of the Trinity:  
 

 ―Substance‖, at times rendered as ―essence‖ or 
―nature‖, is used to designate the divine being in its 
unity. There is only one substance (nature) in the 
Trinity. Substance, therefore, is the principle of unity 
of the three persons in one God.  

 The Term ―person‖ or ―hypostasis‖ is used to 
designate the three persons – the Father, the Son and 
the Holy Spirit, in the real distinction among them. 
The Father is not the Son and not the Holy Spirit; The 
Holy Spirit is not the Father and not the Son; the Son is 
not the Father and not the Holy Spirit. They are three 
different persons. 

 The term ―relation‖   designates the fact that all three 
persons are related. 
 

                                                           
18  Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, nos. 250-252. 
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On these three terminologies lie three basic teachings 
regarding the Trinity19:  

(a) The Trinity is one: We confess one consubstantial 
Trinity.20 By nature, there is one God. The Council of 
Toledo XI (675) puts it very clearly: ―The Father is that 
which the Son is, the Son is that which the Father is, 
the Father and the Son that which the Holy Spirit is, 
i.e., by nature one God.21 The 4th Lateran Council adds 
that each of the persons is that supreme reality – the 
divine substance, essence or nature.22 Put simply, the 
three divine persons of the Trinity are one and not 
three ―Gods‖.  

 
(b) The Divine persons are really distinct from one another: 

God is one but not solitary. Father, Son and Holy Spirit 
are not just names, simply designating modalities of 
divine being. This is tantamount to the error of 
Modalism.23 Rather, they are distinct. The Father is not 
the Son, the Son is not the Holy Spirit, etc. When the 
Son died on the Cross, it was the Son that died not the 

                                                           
19  Catechism of the Catholic Church,  nos. 235-256. 
20  Council of Constantinople II (553): DS 421. 
21  The Council of Toledo XI (675): DS 530. 
22  The 4th Lateran Council (1215): DS 804. 
23  Modalism teaches that the Godhead is not consistently Trinitarian; the 
persons of the Trinity are believed to succeed each other in a passing way, 
as modes of God‘s expression and activity. For Modalists, there are really 
not three persons in one God, but the same person, expressing himself in 
different ―modes‖. See Michael O‘Carroll, Trinitas: A Theological 
Encyclopedia of the Holy Trinity. (Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1987), pp. 
162-163. 
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Father and not the Holy Spirit. Even though the three 
persons were involved in the salvation of mankind, 
through the death of Jesus, it was only the Son that 
shed His blood on the cross of Calvary. The divine 
unity is therefore, Triune.24 
 

(c) The Divine Persons are Relative to one another: The three 
Persons are related one to another and the divine unity 
is not divided. In view of their relations they are called 
three persons. However, we believe in one nature or 
substance. This unity and relationality is further 
explained by the doctrine of perichoresis. Perichoresis is 
a terminology that describes the inter-penetration 
(inter-relatedness) of the three persons of the Trinity: 
The Father is wholly in the Son and wholly in the Holy 
Spirit; the Son is wholly in the Father and wholly in 
the Holy Spirit; the Holy Spirit is wholly in the Father 
and wholly in the Son.25 
 

The three persons of the Trinity are so closely united that 
each is found in the others. In the divine work and Trinitarian 
missions, the three persons work in concert. The Trinity has 
only one and the same nature, and so it has only one and the 
same operation. ―The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are 
not three principles of creation but one principle‖. 26 
However, because the three persons are different, each 

                                                           
24  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 254. 
25  The Council of Florence (1442): DS 1331. 
26  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 258. 
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person performs the work according to his unique personal 
property. The incarnation and the coming of the Holy Spirit 
show forth clearly the properties of the divine persons. The 
oikonomia is a work at once common and personal to the three 
persons. The whole divine economy makes known both what 
is proper to the divine persons and the one divine nature. 
 
When we believe in ―one God‖ and in God as Father, we 
believe him as the Trinity in the way He has been revealed in 
scripture and expounded by the Church. As a deep mystery 
of faith, the light of faith helps to illuminate it. It is in 
believing that we actually understand. St. Augustine states: ―I 
believe, in order to understand; and I understand, the better 
to believe‖.27  
 
 
BELIEF IN GOD THE FATHER ALMIGHTY 
When we say we believe in God, the Father almighty, what 
do we really mean? We mean that God is omnipotent and we 
believe that his might is universal. The God who created 
everything also rules everything and can do anything He 
chooses. The power of God is mysterious and as such, only 
faith can discern it.28 
 
We read in the scripture about the universal power of God: 
God is almighty in heaven and on earth (Gen 49:24; Isaiah 
1:24; Psalm 24:8-10; 135:6). Nothing is impossible with God. 

                                                           
27  St. Augustine, Sermon 43, 7, 9. 
28  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 268. 
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All that He has made is at His disposal and they are all 
subject to Him. God is the Master of history and the one fully 
in charge of all that exists. No one and nothing can withstand 
the strength of God (Wis 11:21; cf. Esth 4:17; Prov 21:1; Tob 
13:2). 
 
With such power as God has it, one would be tempted to 
think that God would use his power to intimidate, as it is 
customary with human persons. Human beings are easily 
intoxicated by power and might. Like alcohol in the 
drunkard, power can control the human person that 
possesses it. Power is, however, nothing without control. And 
here lies the difference between God and man. 
 
We believe that the almighty God is not like human persons. 
God has full control of his powers and might; hence He uses 
His power only for good. God displays His power in mercy 
and love. God shows His power by forgiving sins and taking 
care of our needs.29 God does not use his power arbitrarily. 
God‘s power matches God‘s nature, will, wisdom and justice. 
God‘s power agrees with his just will and wise intellect.30 
Because God is ―naturally‖ just and wise, He cannot be 
controlled by power. 
 
This faith in God the Father almighty is challenged in our life 
experience of evil and suffering. At times it appears that God 
is not all-powerful; as if he is powerless and helpless in the 

                                                           
29  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 270. 
30  St. Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologiae I, 25, 5, ad 1. 
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face of evil. The fact is that God‘s ways are too mysterious for 
us to understand. God revealed his almighty power in the 
voluntary humiliation and resurrection of His Son, by which 
He conquered evil. 31  The scripture tells us that Christ 
crucified is ―the power of God and the wisdom of God …‖ 
(1Cor 1:24-25). 
 
It is only faith that can understand the paradoxical way God 
shows his power: His power is shown in weakness (cf. 2Cor 
12:9; Phil 4:13). We truly believe that with God all things are 
possible. We also believe that God shows his powers in ways 
that are unfathomable, and at times, contradictory. This is 
why He is the almighty God, and by believing we get to 
understand (him) better. 
 
 
BELIEF IN GOD THE CREATOR 
The belief of the Church regarding the existence of all things 
is contained in the very first words of the bible: ―In the 
beginning God created the heavens and the earth‖ (Gen 1:1). 
This teaching of the scripture naturally found its way to both 
the Apostles Creed and the Nicene Creed. The apostles Creed 
says that the Father almighty is ―creator of heaven and 
earth‖. The Nicene Creed says that God is the ―maker of all 
things, visible and invisible‖. The fundamental belief of the 
Church is that God is the creator of all that exists. Creation is 
the beginning of our relationship with God and the 
beginning, therefore, of the history of salvation. It is this 

                                                           
31  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 272. 
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creation that is made new in Christ: In Jesus Christ we are re-
created and made to achieve our true purpose of being 
created. From the beginning God envisaged the glory of the 
new creation in Christ (Gen 1:1; cf. Rom 8:18-23).32 
 
Man has always sought to know his origin and what his end 
will be. Another level to this inquest is the search for the 
meaning of such an origin of man and the cosmos? Do things 
exist by chance or, without a purpose, by an anonymous 
cause? Or at the root of all this is an intelligent being – God, 
who creates with a purpose out of His wisdom and free will? 
 
This inquest and questioning about our origin has been the 
subject of many scientific studies. These researches are 
splendid and they have aided our knowledge of age and 
dimensions of the cosmos, the development of life-forms and 
the appearance of man. These discoveries actually invite us to 
greater admiration of the creator. God illuminates reason so 
as to have some knowledge of God (cf.  Wis 7:17-22). 
 
Ancient religions and cultures also proffered answers to these 
questions of our origins by producing many myths. 
Philosophers (like Pantheists, Dualists and Manichaeans) 
have sought to give their responses. Some of these teachings 
suggest that the world is God or that the world emanated 
from God directly and is returning to him (Emanentism). 
Some suggest that the world is a result of a fall and so should 
be left behind. The Dualists posit that there are two eternal 

                                                           
32  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 280. 
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principles of good and evil, light and darkness, in perpetual 
conflict. There are those who admit that God is the Creator of 
the world but abandoned it afterwards.33  
 
The existence of God as creator can be known by observing 
his works, through reason. This knowledge coming from 
reason can be disfigured by error, hence faith is needed to 
confirm and strengthen reason in correct understanding of 
truth: ―By faith we understand that the world was created by 
the word of God, so that what is seen was made out of things 
which do not appear‖ (Heb 11:3). Scripture further attests that 
God made all things and gave them order; he created man 
with a purpose – that we may seek him and eventually, find 
him (cf. Acts 17:24-29; Rom 1:19-20: see Isaiah 43:1; Ps 115:15; 
124:8; 134:3). 
 
The first three chapters of Genesis are the principal sources of 
the Church‘s teaching on the mysteries of the beginnings: 
Creation, fall and promise of salvation. Creation is the Work 
of the Trinity. The Son always was (John 1:1-3) and as such 
was involved in creation (Col 1:16-17). The Church‘s faith also 
confesses the creative action of the Holy Spirit, the ―giver of 
life‖, the creator Spirit.34 Creation is by God‘s wisdom and 
love, not by chance or compulsion. God willed creation and 
he chose to create so as to communicate his love to us (Rev 

                                                           
33  See Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 285. 
34  Catechism of the Catholic Church. no. 291; See Psalms 33:6; 104:30. 
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4:11; Ps 104:24; 145:9).35 In this sense, creation is God‘s first act 
of self-revelation. Through creation God communicated to 
creatures who He is and in the case of man, in particular, He 
gave something of Himself.   
 
God created all that exists, ex nihilo – that is, ―out of nothing‖. 
God did not create from an already existing matter; God 
created all that exists from nothing. And this is the wonder 
and special character of God as Creator. The Scriptures also 
attests to creatio ex nihilo (2Macc 7:22-23, 28; Rom 4:17; Heb 
11:3). St. Theophilus of Antioch argues that God‘s creation 
would not have been extra ordinary if He had created from 
something: 
If God had drawn the world from pre-existent matter, 
what would be so extraordinary in that? A human 
artisan makes from a given material whatever he wants, 
while God shows his power by starting from nothing to 
make all he wants.36 
 
The Patristic Fathers developed the doctrine of creation ex 
nihilo in order to counteract the Greek Cosmology and its 
religious philosophical visions. The ancient Greeks taught 
that God was not a Creator but rather, a world architect who 
merely ordered pre-existent materials. For them what we call 
creation out of nothing is nothing but the ordering and 

                                                           
35  This idea of God willing and freely creating all that exists was taught 
by both Tertullian and Iranaeus of Lyons: Tertullian, The  Treatise against 
Hermogene. 45. 2. Iranaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies, 2.30.9. 
36  St. Theophilus of Antioch, Ad Autolycum II, 4. 



Jude A. Ossai, O.S.A. 

 

 

20 

setting in motion of already present, eternal matter.37 This is 
not possible because there would not be any matter if God 
did not create it. Matter did not just appear for God to 
assemble together. If the claim is supposing that the original 
matter evolved, the question is, from where and from what? 
Nothing existed if God did not create it, and God created all 
things from nothing. 
 
God transcends all that he made because he is infinitely 
greater than all his works (see Psalm 8:1; 145:3; cf. Sir 43:28). 
But another truth is that God is also present in his creation: In 
him we live and move and have our being (Acts 17:28). St. 
Augustine affirms this when he says in his Confessions that 
God ―is higher than my highest and more inward than my 
innermost self‖.38  
The Catechism also teaches that God does not abandon what 
he created. God at every moment sustains creation and brings 
it to its final end. The book of Wisdom attests to God‘s love 
and sustenance for his creatures (Wis 11:24-26). 
 
Creation and Divine Providence 
The Church teaches that in creating all that exists, God had a 
plan: God created the universe in a state of journeying 
towards an ultimate perfection to which God destined it. This 
disposition by which God guides creation toward this 
                                                           
37  Anne M. Clifford, ―Creation‖ in Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic 
Perspectives. Edited by Francis Schussler Fiorenza and John P. Galvin, 
(Dublin: Gill and Macmillan Ltd, 1992), p. 210. 
38  St. Augustine, The Confessions 3:6, 11,  as cited in Catechism of the Catholic 
Church,  no. 300. 
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perfection is called ―divine providence‖. 39  The God who 
created all things continues his creative work in that  He 
sustains creation. St. Augustine brings this point out in his 
work on Genesis by stating that there is creation ex nihilo and 
there is also creation continua.40 
 
The Scriptures attest to God‘s care and providence over all 
that he has made. God has sovereignty over the course of 
events (see Ps 115:3; Rev 3:7; Prov 19:21). This is why Jesus 
asks for childlike abandonment self and trust in God who 
takes care of even our smallest needs (Matt 6:31-33; 10:29-31). 
Another important point about God‘s providence is that he 
gives humans the privilege of becoming a ―secondary cause‖ 
that is God‘s fellow workers and co-workers for his 
kingdom.41 Man is made a collaborator with God in order to 
bring his providential plan to completion. In this 
collaboration man has to always depend on God for light and 
guidance and strength. This is a great privilege given to man. 
For instance, in the act of begetting children, parents on ―co-
operate‖ in bringing them forth but the child is ―created‖ by 
God. All that human persons are  able to invent or 
manufacture come from the wisdom and inspiration of God 
the original Creator. 
 
The Scandal of Evil: There is the persistent question of why 
evil exists if God created a good and ordered world and also 

                                                           
39   Catechism of the Catholic Church,  no. 302. 
40  See St. Augustine, The Literal Meaning of Genesis: A Commentary in 
Twelve Books, 5:20. 
41  Catechism of the Catholic Church.  no. 307. 
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cares for it? The basic response given by the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church is that at the root of the matter is God‘s 
choice to create a world that is moving toward perfection: 
―But with infinite wisdom and goodness God freely willed to 
create a world in a state of journeying toward its ultimate 
perfection‖. 42  In God‘s plan, since creation is still 
―journeying‖, there is the appearance of some beings and the 
disappearance of others: there is the existence of the more 
perfect alongside the less perfect. With physical good also 
exists physical evil, as long as creation has not reached 
perfection. 
 
Both angels and men are created with freedom of choice and 
so not being perfect yet, they can choose wrongly, and go 
astray.  It is through this freedom that moral evil entered the 
world. God is not, directly or indirectly, the cause of moral 
evil. He permits it because he respects the freedom of his 
creatures. However, God mysteriously knows how to derive 
good from it.43 To drive this point home, St. Augustine states:  
For almighty God …, because he is supremely good, would 
never allow any evil whatsoever to exist in his works if he 
were not so all-powerful and good as to cause good to 
emerge from evil itself.44 
 

                                                           
42  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 310. 
43 Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 311. 

44 St. Augustine, Enchiridion II, 3. As cited in ibid. 
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We firmly believe in God providence; He is in control of 
creation and his plan and purpose will be fulfilled in those 
who trust him. Evil will always be defeated and consumed. 
 
GOD, CREATOR OF HEAVEN AND EARTH 
Both the Apostles‘ Creed and the Nicene Creed profess faith 
in God as the creator of all that exists. Nothing existing truly 
has a ―being‖ if it did not come from God. While the 
Apostles‘ Creed says God is ―creator of heaven and earth‖, 
the Nicene Creed makes it more explicit by stating that the 
creation of God includes ―all that is, seen and unseen‖. In 
other words, the creative work of God is not limited to the 
things that are visible to the eyes; both spirits and invisible 
things are created by God. 
 
When the Scripture says ―heaven and earth‖ it means a 
variety of things: It means all of creation in its entirety. It 
indicates, also the bond that unites both heaven and earth 
and at the same time distinguishing one from the other. The 
―earth‖ is the world of man while ―heaven‖ or ―the heavens‖ 
is the firmament and the ―place where God dwells. The 
heavens refer also to the eschatological glory, that is, the final 
place of life after this life. Heaven also refers to the Saints and 
the ―place‖ of spiritual creatures, the angels who surround 
God (cf. Psalms 115:16; 19:2; Matt 5:16). 45  The ―place God 
lives, the place the angels live, the place we humans live and 
all that is in them are created by God. 
 

                                                           
45  Catechism of the Catholic Church, nos.326-327. 
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The Angels 
The Church believes in the existence of angles and that they 
are creatures of God. Angels are spiritual, non-corporeal 
beings. Scriptures attest to their existence and functions and 
the Church sees their existence as a truth of faith. In other 
words, Christians are expected to believe in the existence of 
angels. 
 
Angels are servants and messengers of God. They are always 
before the presence of God in heaven; hence they always 
know and do His word. Angels always do the bidding of the 
Most High God (Matt 18:10; Psalm 103:20). St. Augustine, 
attempting to describe angels said ―‗Angel‘ is the name of 
their office, not of their nature. If you seek the name of their 
nature, it is ‗spirits‘; if you seek the name of their office it is 
‗angels‘: From what they are, ‗spirit‘, from what they do, 
‗angel‘‖46 
Angels are purely spiritual creatures having intelligence and 
will. They are personal and they are immortal creatures. 
Angels surpass in perfection all visible creatures (Luke 20:36; 
Dan 10:9-12).  They do not possess flesh like humans but they 
are personal in the sense that they can be ―individuated‖ and 
identified with names. They are intelligent beings and they 
have will. 
 
The Scriptures teach us that Christ is the centre of the angelic 
world. Angels are Christ‘s angels (Matt 25:31). Angels were 

                                                           
46  St. Augustine, En, in Ps 103, 1, as cited in Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, no. 329. 
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created through Christ and for Christ (Col 1:16). Angels 
belong to Christ because He has made them messengers of 
His saving plan (Heb 1:14). Angels serve the Trinitarian God 
in the oikonomia so that the work of saving mankind would be 
completed. 
 
Angels have been in existence since creation and they have 
been present throughout the history of salvation. They have 
been announcing this salvation from far and from near and 
they have been serving the accomplishment of the divine 
plan. They have done this in different  ways – either  by 
announcing births or leading the people of God or by 
assisting the Prophets (cf. Job 38:7; Gen 3:24, 19; 21: 17; 22:11; 
Acts 7:53; Ex 23:20-23; Judg 13; 6:11-24; Isaiah 6:6; 1Kg 19:5). It 
was also an angels, named Gabriel, who announced the birth 
of Jesus and of John the Baptist, his precursor (Luke 1:11, 26).47  
From the Incarnation of Jesus to His Ascension He was 
surrounded by the adoration and the service of the angels. 
They protected Jesus in His infancy, served Him in the desert, 
strengthened Him in His agony in the garden – where  He 
could have been saved by them from the hands of his 
enemies (cf. Matt 1:20; 2:13, 19; 4:11; 26:53; Mk 1:13; Luke 22:43: 
2Macc 10:29-30; 11:8).48 The angels proclaim the good news of 
the Incarnation and the Resurrection (cf. Luke 2:8-14; Mk 16:5-
7). In other words, the angels also ―evangelize‖. The angels 
will also be present at the second coming of Christ. In fact, 
they will be the ones to announce this coming and they will 

                                                           
47  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 332. 
48  See Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 333 
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serve at the final judgment (cf. Acts 1:10-11; Matt 3:41; 24:31; 
Luke 12:8-9). 
 
The angels are very present and active in the life of the 
Church (cf. Acts 5:18-20; 8:26-29; 10:3-8; 12:6-11; 27:23-25).49 In 
her Liturgy, the Church joins the angles to adore the thrice-
holy God. The Church also invokes the assistance of the 
angels in her prayers and official Liturgy. The Church 
believes that human life is surrounded by the watchful care 
and intercession of the angels (cf. Matt 18:10; Luke 16:22; 
Psalm 134:7; 9:10-13; Job 33:23-24; Zech 1:12; Tob 12:12). Every 
believer has a guardian angel that protects and leads him to 
life. 
 

The Visible World 
God created all that exists, visible and invisible. The angels 
belong to the invisible order of creation because, as we have 
seen, they are spiritual in nature. Now let us consider briefly 
the visible world which is also the creation of God. 
 
The book of Genesis symbolically presents the work of 
creation as a work that took place within a succession of six 
days after which God rested on the Seventh day (Gen 1:1-2:4). 
The creation account helps us to understand the truths 
revealed by God for our salvation and also helps us recognize 

                                                           
49  See  Catechism of the Catholic Church, nos.  334-335. 
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the nature, value and ordering of the whole of creation to the 
praise of God.50 
 
Observing the visible world and following the scriptural 
teaching regarding it, the following characteristics are 
important to note:51 

1. Nothing exists that does not owe its existence to God 
the creator: The world began when the word of God 
drew it to existence out of nothingness. All existing 
beings, all of nature and all human history are rooted 
in this first act of creation 

2. Each creature posses its own particular goodness and 
perfection: Each creature reflects in its own way, a 
ray of God‘s ―infinite wisdom and goodness‖. This is 
why each created thing should be used with respect, 
in keeping with its own order and goodness. 

3. The Interdependence of Creature: God‘s creatures are 
in diversities and inequalities. However, no one of 
them is self-sufficient; they inter-depend. Creatures 
exist only in dependence of each other, to complete 
each other, in the service of each other. 

4. The beauty of the Universe: The beauty of creatures is 
in their order, diversity and relationship. This beauty 
reflects the infinite beauty and wisdom of the 
Creator. 

                                                           
50  Cf. Second Vatican Council. Dogmatic Constitution on Divine 
Revelation, Dei Verbum, no. 11 and Dogmatic Constitution on the Church,  
Lumen Gentium, no. 36. 
51  Catechism of the Catholic Church, nos. 338-344. 
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5. The hierarchy of Creature: God created the world in 
six days, starting from the less perfect to the more 
perfect. God loves all His creatures and takes care of 
each one. However, Jesus points out that Man is of 
greater value than other creatures (cf. Luke 12:6-7; 
Matt 12:12). 

6. Man is the Summit of the Creator‘s work: The 
creation account clearly distinguishes the creation of 
man from other creatures (Gen 1:26). As we noted 
regarding the statement of Jesus, man is superior to 
all other creatures and he is the summit of all that 
God created. 

7. There is solidarity among all Creatures: All creatures 
have the same creator and are all ordered to His 
glory. 

 
God created all things that exist, the visible ones and the 
invisible ones. Both angels and other visible creatures have 
their purpose for existing. God made them and they reflect 
Him, the Creator. However, man remains the cap and the 
summit of all that God has made. This summit of God‘s 
creative work (man) is the subject of the next section. 
 
GOD, THE CREATOR OF MAN 
As we stated at the end of the last section, man is the summit 
of all that God created. God created man – male and female – 
in his own image (Gen 1:27). There are four marks that make 
man unique among all creatures: (a) He is in the image of 
God. (b) In his nature, man is spiritual and material at the 
same time (c) He is created male and female (d) God 
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established man in His friendship. Let us now look at these 
unique features of man in a more detailed manner. 
 
Image of God 
Of all the visible things created by God only man is able to 
know and love his Creator.52 Man is the only creature on 
earth that God has willed for its own sake.53 It is also only 
man that is called to share in the life of God. This sharing of 
the life of God is actually the reason man was created and his 
dignity rests here.54 
 
As a being in the image of God, man possesses the dignity of 
a person: he is not just something, he is someone. He has 
relational capability and he is capable of self knowledge and 
of self-possession. Man is capable of entering into a covenant 
with God. 
 
God created everything for man but man in turn was created 
to love and serve God and to offer back to Him all creation.55 
Due to the closeness of man to God and of his likeness to 
Him, the mystery of man truly becomes clear only in the 
mystery of Jesus who is God made man. 
 
Man, made in the image of God is consequently made in the 
image of the Trinity: Imago Dei = Imago Trinitatis. This 

                                                           
52  Second Vatican Council. Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World, Gaudium et Spes no. 12. 
53  Gaudium et Spes no. 24. 
54  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 356. 
55  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 358. 
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guarantees man success in his journey back to God. All 
through his life man is restlessly in search of the God in 
whose image he was made. There is something of God in 
every person, a special ―divine chip‖ if you will, that links 
man with God continually. Augustine speaks of ―traces‖ or 
―vestiges‖ of the Trinity found in the human persons.56 This 
―divine chip‖, the ―divine something of God‖ in every man, 
continues to pull man towards the source – God. There can 
therefore be no ―pure man‖, that is, a man without a touch of 
the divine.  
 
Man is Human and Divine 
The human person, created in God‘s image is a being at once 
corporeal and spiritual. The creation account stresses this 
point symbolically when it says that God fashioned man from 
dust and breathed the breath of life into his nostrils (Gen 2:7). 
Man is in human flesh and so has a body; and he also 
possesses something spiritual – a soul. 
 
Soul signifies the spiritual principle in man. 57  In the 
scriptures soul refers to human life or the entire human 
person (Matt 16:25-26; John 15:13; Acts 2:41). Soul also refers to 
the innermost aspect of man (Matt 10:28; 26:38; John 12:27; 
2Macc 6:30). It is by the soul that man is most especially in 
God‘s image. 
 

                                                           
56  Cf. St. Augustine. The Trinity, 11. 
57   Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 363. 
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The human body also shares in the image of God. The whole 
human person is intended to become the temple of the Holy 
Spirit (1Cor 6:19-20; 15:44-45). The soul and the body are so 
united that it is because of the soul that the body becomes a 
living human body. ―Spirit and matter in man are not two 
natures united, but rather their union forms a single 
nature‖.58 Every spiritual soul is created by God and not by 
one‘s parents. The soul is immortal and so does not perish 
when it separates from the body at death. The soul will be 
reunited with the body at the final resurrection.59 Because he 
is in the flesh, man is human; because he has a soul, man is 
divine. 
 
Man is created Male and Female 
When God created man he willed to make them to have 
different sexes – male and female. Man and woman are 
created in perfect equality as human persons, though with 
their respective characteristics of ―being man‖ or ―being 
woman‖. Man and woman possess same dignity that comes 
to them from God directly and immediately (Gen 2:7, 22).60 
Put succinctly, the dignity of the woman is not ‗mediated‘ to 
her by the man, nor is that of the man ‗mediated‘ to him by 
the woman. Both received their dignity directly from the God 
who created them equally from the beginning. This 
ontological equality is important to always consider when 
dealing with each other as human beings. No human persons 
should be rated superior to the other on account of the 
                                                           
58   Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 365. 
59   See Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 366. 
60   Catechism of the Catholic Church,  no. 369. 
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person‘s sex determination. ―Being man‖ and ―being 
woman‖ reflect the wisdom and divine will of God; it is not 
an accident.  
 
Since ―being man‖ and ―being woman‖ is willed by God, in 
His wisdom, there should be a purpose for such a decision. 
Man and woman share the same image of God equally; man 
and woman reflect the glory of God, his Creator, in the same 
way. The functions and roles of the woman and that of the 
man are obviously different; but these roles and functions do 
not determine the dignity of the person.  
 
God created man and woman together and willed each for 
the other. Man and woman are made to complement each 
other (Gen 2:18-20). This is symbolically shown in the 
scriptures by the fact that God ―fashioned‖ woman from 
man‘s ribs, and by the exclamation and exhilaration that 
came from the man on sighting the woman (Gen 2:23). God 
could have fashioned woman from another chunk of dust as 
He did the man. Rather, He fashioned her from the man 
directly so as to show His will that they be ―connected‖, that 
they share the same flesh, the same dignity, the same honour 
as custodians of all other creatures (cf. Gen 1:28). In the 
exclamation of ―bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh‖ man 
―discovers woman as another ―I‖, sharing the same 
humanity.61 
 

                                                           
61  Catechism of the Catholic Church,  no. 371. 
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God made man and woman to be complementary and to be a 
communion of persons. They were created complete as 
human persons, not half-half. In their ―completeness‖ they 
are naturally complementary as masculine and feminine.62 
 
In marriage God made it so that by uniting in one flesh (Gen 
2:24) they can transmit life (Gen 1:28). This capability to 
transmit life is itself a privilege and a bestowal of dignity. By 
this act man and woman co-operate in God‘s work of 
creation.63 
 
As we stated earlier, God also gave man and woman the 
vocation of ―subduing‖ the earth as stewards of God. This 
sovereignty is not meant to be used arbitrarily, to dominate 
destructively. God wants man and woman to share in his 
providence toward creatures. It is a responsibility entrusted 
to them as stewards.64 Man and woman as stewards shall 
give account of their stewardship over creatures, their 
stewardship as collaborators in God‘s providence toward 
creatures. Man and woman share the same dignity, the same 
responsibility and the same amount of accountability at the 
end of time. 
 
Man in God’s Friendship 
The Church teaches that man, that is man and woman, is 
created by God so as to share his divine life. Man was 

                                                           
62  Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church,  no. 372. 
63  Gaudium et Spes, no. 50 
64  Catechism of the Catholic Church,  no. 373. 
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originally made in God‘s friendship.65 Even Adam and Eve 
were constituted in an original state of holiness and justice.66 
The sign of man‘s friendship and familiarity with God is that 
God placed him in the garden (cf. Gen 2:8).  
 
The fact that God made man in his image, to share His glory 
and gave him power over all created things thereby inviting 
him to share in His providence is evidence of God‘s 
friendship with man. Even though this original justice and 
friendship will be lost in the sin of our first parents – Adam 
and Eve, God will still restore this friendship with man 
through the Redeemer, our Lord Jesus Christ. This fall and 
restoration is the subject of our next section. 
 
THE FALL OF MAN 
The truth is that even when God created man and made him 
His friend, and created other material things beautifully, evil 
still entered the world. This is obviously due to sin, that is, 
humanity‘s rejection of God and opposition to Him.67 ―…sin 
is an abuse of the freedom that God gives to created persons 
so that they are capable of loving Him and loving one 
another‖.68 When God created man He gave him one of the 
most beautiful gifts – the gift of freedom. In the exercise of 
this freedom man made wrong choices that ended up 

                                                           
65  Lumen Gentium, no. 2. 
66  Cf. Council of Trent (1546): DS 1511. 
67  Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 386. 
68  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 387. 
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destroying, or rather, threatened to destroy, his friendship 
with God. 
 
In approaching the story of the fall of man it is important that 
we set our eyes on Christ the Redeemer. It is the light of 
revelation and the redeeming work of Christ that sheds light 
on the fall of man. 
 
The fall of Angels 
The fall of man is due to abuse of freedom. However, behind 
the original sin and the fall of man is the fall of the angels.69 
Both the Scripture and the Church‘s Tradition teach that 
―Satan‖ or the ―devil‖ (cf. John 8:44; Rev 12:9) were created 
naturally good by God, but they became evil by their own 
doing (see 2Pt 2:4).70 These created spirits in their freedom 
chose to rebel against God. This is shown in the Tempter‘s 
words that ―you will be like God‖ (Gen 3:5). The dissenting 
and rebel angels wanted to be like God and they succeeded in 
making man also want to be like God. 
 
The fallen angels brought disastrous influence to man and 
consequently to all creatures. Satan therefore seduced man to 
disobey God. The beautiful thing is that the power of Satan is 
not infinite. He is only a creature, though powerful because 
he is pure spirit. But still, Satan is a creature. Though Satan 
may cause grave injuries out of his hatred for God and his 
kingdom, he cannot prevent the building up of God‘s reign 
                                                           
69  Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 391. 
70  Lateran Council IV (1215): DS 800. Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 
391. 
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The consequences of Original Sin on Humanity 
God created man in his image and established him in His 
friendship. Man must realize that this friendship must be 
lived in submission to God. This is what man did not do at 
the beginning. Man, tempted by the devil, betrayed this trust 
and abused his freedom and the consequence was the foolish 
choice of disobeying God‘s command. This is man‘s first sin 
(Gen 3:1-11; Rom 5:19). In this sin man preferred himself to 
God; he chose himself over and against God. Man in wanting 
to be like God ended up being without God.71 This original 
sin has great consequence on humanity: Man lost the grace of 
original holiness (cf. Rom 3:23) and they become afraid of God 
– their friend (Gen 3: 5-10). After this first sin the world is 
virtually inundated by sin. Even after Christ‘s atonement the 
effects of original sin is still present among Christians. 
 
All men are implicated in Adam‘s sin (Rom 5:12, 19). St. Paul 
states however that Christ is the antidote to this viral sin 
because if death came through one man life comes through 
another man, Jesus Christ (Rom 5:18). 
The sin of Adam and Eve has transmitted to us a sin with 
which we are all born afflicted; a sin which is the death of the 
soul.72 Being in Adam as one body all men inherit original sin 
by birth. Adam‘s original holiness was not for himself alone 
but for all human nature. In a similar way, his sin affects all of 

                                                           
71   Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 398. 
72  Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 403.  Council of Trent: DS 1512. 
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human nature. Original sin is contracted and not committed; it 
is a state, not an act.73 
 
Original sin does not have the character of a personal fault. 
Rather, it is a deprivation of original holiness and justice. 
Through original sin human nature is not totally corrupted, it 
is only wounded. This wound causes inclination to evil, 
which is concupiscence. This is why Augustine talks of 
original concupiscence, the proclivity to evil and sin that was 
precipitated by the sin of Adam and Eve. 
 
Baptism imparts Christ‘s grace that erases original sin and 
turns man back toward God. However, the consequences for 
nature which is weakened and inclined to evil persist in 
man.74 This sets man on the path of spiritual battle. Aware 
that his nature has been wounded, man sets himself on the 
path of God, utilizing the grace of Christ conferred at 
baptism, to fight against evil. Man may still be tempted to 
abuse his freedom and make wrong choices, even after 
baptism, but the grace of God aids man to conquer Satan and 
remain on the side of God. This battle continues to the end of 
time:   
The whole of man‘s history has been the story of dour 
combat with the powers of evil, stretching, as our Lord tells 
us, from the very dawn of history until the last day. Finding 
himself in the midst of the battlefield man has to struggle to 
do what is right, and it is at great cost to himself, and aided 
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by God‘s grace, that he succeeds in achieving his own inner 
integrity.75 
 
God Comes to the Rescue of Man 
Right from the moment that man fell, God announced the 
coming victory over evil (cf. Gen 3:9, 15). God announced that 
the Messiah and Redeemer would come and the descendants 
of the second Eve, the Virgin Mary, would be victorious. The 
new Adam – Jesus Christ – through ―His obedience unto 
death‖ makes amends ―superabundantly for the disobedience 
of Adam‖ (cf. 1Cor 15:21-22, 45; Phil 2:8; Rom 5:19-20). Man 
erred by choosing himself instead of God. However, the 
compassionate God who obviously has greater power than 
the seducer of man came to man‘s rescue and guarantees him 
victory over evil. 
 
There are those who question the goodness and the power of 
God over evil. They ask why God did not prevent man from 
falling in the first place. St. Leo the Great and St. Thomas 
Aquinas offer two beautiful answers to this question and the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church cites them with approval. 
St. Leo the Great responds: ―Christ‘s inexpressible grace gave 
us blessings better than those the demon‘s envy had taken 
away‖. 76  St. Thomas Aquinas on his part says: ―There is 
nothing to prevent human nature‘s being raised up to 
something greater, even after sin; God permits evil in order to 

                                                           
75 Lumen Gentium No. 37; cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church nos. 407-409). 

76  St. Leo the Great, Sermon 73, 4. 
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draw forth some greater good. Thus St. Paul says, ‗Where sin 
increased, grace abounded all the more‘; and the Exulted 
sings, ‗O happy fault … which gained for us so great a 
redeemer!‘‖.77 The fall of man was only a temporary set-back 
that eventually brought something greater to the human race 
– the grace of Christ Jesus. 
 
God allowed man and the angels the use of their freedom. 
Even though this freedom led them to revolt against God and 
thus precipitated negative consequences for the whole human 
race, God in his providence and all powerful nature, rescued 
man by bringing out positivity from negativity. ―Where sin 
increased, grace abounded all the more‖ (Rom 5:20). 
 
CONCLUSION 
Belief in God the Father is fundamental and foundational to 
the entire creed of the Catholic Church. The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church in treating faith in God the Father, expresses 
the Church‘s faith in God as the Creator of ―all things, visible 
and invisible‖. By appropriation, God the Father is presented 
as the Creator of all things. The Catechism makes it clear, 
however, that whenever we talk of God, we mean the Trinity, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Our belief in God the Father as 
maker of all things is the same as believing that the whole of 
creation is the work of the Trinity. 
 
Right from creation, God began to reveal himself. He made 
this more concrete when he revealed his name to Moses – ―I 
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am who I am‖. After revealing himself to the people of Israel 
as Father, God also revealed Jesus to us as His eternal Son, 
and later, the Holy Spirit as ―Lord, and giver of life‖. Given 
the peculiar and mysterious manner of the Trinitarian 
relationship, the Church believes that the Father, the Son and 
the Holy Spirit are involved in the Creation of all things and 
the redemption of Man after the Fall. 
 
The fall of man is precipitated by the fall of the angels who 
misused their freedom and rebelled against God. Having 
rebelled against God, Satan sought to make man a co-rebel, 
and man caved in. God in His goodness, justice and wisdom 
came to the rescue of man by sending his Son, Jesus Christ to 
redeem man.   
 
Pope Benedict XVI invited all Christians to ―recall the 
precious gift of faith‖ and to ―profess the faith in fullness and 
with renewed conviction, with confidence and with hope‖ 
during the year of faith.78 To confidently profess our faith 
with conviction, we need to know our faith. The Catechism of 
the Catholic Church is a rich source of the faith of the Church 
and it is necessary that Catholics study it carefully and 
frequently. 

                                                           
78  Pope Benedict XVI, Apostolic Letter ―Motu Proprio Data:  Porta Fidei, 
11th October, 2011. Nos. 8 & 9. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
I Believe in Jesus Christ the Only Son of God 

 
By  

Kanu Ikechukwu Anthony, OSA 
Augustinian Institute, Makurdi 

Benue State 
Jesus as the Son of God 
At the centre of Christianity is the person of Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God, thus the Catechism describes him as the ‗central 
figure of apostolic preaching‘ (454), and places Him at its 
heart as ‗Jesus Christ of Nazareth, who was sent by the 
Father, suffered, died and rose again‘ (CCC 426). When the 
Church teaches that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, the 
question that follows is: how was he born? He was born by 
the Father before all ages, not in a biological sense, but that he 
was eternally generated from the Father. Having been 
generated from the Father, he was sent, implying the 
incarnation and the perception of the Son of God, who is the 
revelation of the Father. Thus, ―In the time of King Herod and 
the Emperor Caesar Augustus, God fulfilled the promises he 
made to Abraham and the his descendants. He sent ‗his son, 
born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who 
were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as 
sons (Gal 4:4-5)‘‖ (CCC Compendium No. 422). The event of 
the incarnation belongs to the Son properly, but not entirely. 
It is not entirely because the Father sent the Son and the Son 
was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit, thus Niyiring 
(1999) teaches that the incarnation has a Trinitarian 
dimension. It belongs to the Son because it is through the 
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incarnation that the Word of God became flesh so that by his 
example, men and women may live up to the truth. Thus St 
Augustine writes,  

And the reason why it was not God the Father, nor the 
Holy Spirit, not the Trinity itself, but only the Son who 
is the Word of God that became flesh (although it was 
the Trinity that accomplished this), is that we might 
live rightly by our word following and imitating his 
example; that is, by our having no falsehood either in 
contemplation or in the operation of our word (De 
Trinitate XV. 20). 

Jesus as Son of God speaks of the particular, unique 
relationship that exists between Him and His Father. It is 
more than a human relationship. Thus, when Peter confesses 
that Jesus is ‗the Christ, the son of the living God‘, Jesus 
responds, ‗It is not flesh and blood that has revealed this to 
you, but my Father in heaven‘ (Mt 16:16-17). St Paul further 
writes, regarding his conversion on the road to Damascus, 
―When he who had set me apart before I was born, and had 
called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to 
me, in other that I might preach him to the Gentiles...‖ (Gal 1: 
16-17). At the baptism and transfiguration of Jesus, the Father 
spoke from heaven, confirming Him as His beloved Son. 
While Jesus spoke of Himself, He did as the Son who knows 
the Father (Mtt 11:27); and the apostles spoke of Him as the 
only begotten Son of God (Jn 1:14; 1 Jn 4:9). 
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The Meaning of the Name Jesus 
The scripture says that at the mention of the name of Jesus, 
every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus is 
Lord to the glory of God the Father (Phil 2:6). This speaks of 
the uniqueness of the name of Jesus.  
 
Name in Scriptures 
The idea of name in scripture is not only used in terms of an 
identification tag or a tool for differentiation, it is much more 
than that. A person‘s name speaks of his or her essence. It is 
such that when you hear a person‘s name, you can say 
something about the person‘s personality, character, 
reputation and authority. For instance, the name ―Pharaoh‖ 
means ―a great house‖. Whenever the name is mentioned, it 
carries with it not just the identification of Pharaoh as King of 
Egypt, but also his authority and power. When the Psalmist 
praises the name of God in scripture, he is not just praising 
God‘s name, he is praising God Himself. His person is 
attached to His name, such that to honour His name is to 
honour Him. No wonder the Psalmist exhorts, ―O Lord, how 
excellent is your name in all the earth! Who has set your glory 
above the heavens‖ (Psalm 8:1). In another text he says, 
―Bless the Lord, O my soul and all that is within me, bless his 
holy name‖ (Psalm 103:1); ―Praise you the Lord. Praise, O 
you servants of the Lord, praise the name of the Lord. Blessed 
be the name of the Lord from this time forth and for 
evermore. From the rising of the sun unto the going down of 
the same the Lord's name is to be praised‖ (Psalm 113:1-3). 
―Let them praise the name of the Lord: for his name alone is 
excellent; His glory is above the earth and heaven‖ (Psalm 
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148:13). As such, once the name of Jesus is mentioned, his 
presence is felt. 
  
The Name Jesus 
The name of Jesus is derived from two Hebrew words: ―Jeh‖ 
and ―Oshea‖.  ‗Jeh‘ means ‗salvation‘. Joshua the son of Nun 
was formally called ―Oshea‖.  But Moses gave him the name 
‗Jeh-Oshea‘. In so doing, he added ‗Jeh‘ to ‗Oshea‘ to form 
‗Jeh-Oshea‘, which is Joshua. Joshua did not deliver Israel 
from Egypt. But he fulfilled his name as ―deliverer‖ when he 
took the people of Israel across the Jordan River over into the 
Promised Land. This very ―deliverance‖ would be applied to 
Jesus who would deliver his people from their sins over into 
the Kingdom of God. Joshua is the Hebrew of the English 
Jesus. The name is prophetic of how Jesus would deliver 
God‘s people from sin, the devil and the power of death. 
When the promise of Jesus‘ birth was made, scripture says, 
―And you shall bear a son, whom you will name Jesus, for he 
is to save his people from their sins‖ (Mt 1:21). Right from the 
day he was called Jesus, He began the shedding of His blood, 
for on that day he was circumcised. As He shed the blood of 
circumcision, He began His road towards Calvary. By the 
shedding of his blood, we who are wounded are healed; as 
He suffers, we who are sinners have our honour restored; as 
the innocent one, He paid a debt which He did not honour, so 
that we who are debtors are set free. When we call the name f 
Jesus, we are asking Him to come and answer His name as 
Saviour and Redeemer; and whenever He comes, He saves 
and delivers us from the circumstances or conditions that 
affect us.  
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Using the Name of Jesus as Acting in his Authority  
Whenever we use the name of Jesus, there are two 
implications: first, we come by the authority of the Lord Jesus 
and not ours. No wonder we are able to do great things 
which under normal circumstances we wouldn‘t be able to 
do. When David fought Goliath, he came unto him ―in the 
name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, 
whom thou hast defied‖ (1 Samuel 17:45). Under normal 
circumstance, David was not Goliath‘s match, but because he 
came in the name of the God of Israel, it was God who fought 
with Goliath not David. He came with God‘s authority. This 
gave David the courage and ability to fight against the giant 
Goliath and win.  
 
Second, when you do anything in the name of Jesus, you do it 
in the stead of Jesus. The person to whom you come is 
expected to react to you, not on the basis of who you are, but 
as if he was dealing with the Lord Jesus. The person or 
authority in question should treat you as he would treat the 
Lord Jesus. For instance, when David sent his servants to 
Nabal to ask for food, he sent them in His name, ―Go up to 
Carmel, go to Nabal, and greet him in my name‖ (1 Sam 
25:5). When they came to Nabal, scripture says, ―they spoke 
to Nabal according to all those words in the name of David‖ 
(1 Samuel 25:9). Therefore, when Nabal insulted David's 
servants (who came in David's name), he insulted David. No 
wonder Jesus says, ―Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, 
and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me‖ 
(Mt 10:40). ―He who welcomes this child in my name 
welcomes me‖ (Lk 9:48). 
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The Name of Jesus and our Diseases 
Whenever we find ourselves in sickness, we need a name 
which is greater than our situation. A name that is greater 
than the sickness we bear; a name stronger than our problem; 
a name that is greater than our need. In Acts of the Apostles 
(3:6ff), scripture tells us the story of how Peter and John 
healed a lame man at the beautiful gate. They fixed their eyes 
on the lame man and said, ―Look at us‖. The lame man was 
looking and expecting Peter and John to hand him over a 
huge amount of money. He was not expecting that a name 
would be called which would change his situation.  
 
Peter said to the lame man, ―silver nor gold, we have none, 
but in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up and 
walk‖. At the name of Jesus, Immediately, the part of him 
that was lame was made whole. For us believers, no situation 
is hopeless and nothing is impossible. As long as you still 
have some energy in you to whisper the name of Jesus, every 
situation can be altered.  

 
Opening the gates of heaven through the name of Jesus 
When you look at the prayers of the Church, it ends ‗In the 
name of Jesus‘, ―Through Christ our Lord‖, etc. Why do we 
end our prayers this way? When we end our prayers in the 
name of Jesus, we are coming to the Father clothed in the love 
his Son. We are not just careless intruders. If one of the angels 
enquires from us, ―What are you doing here?‖ Or ―who sent 
you?‖ We confidently respond, ―The Son sent us‖. The letter 
to the Hebrews in this regard says, ―So let us confidently 
approach the throne of grace to receive mercy and to find 
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grace for timely help‖ (4:16). When we say that we have come 
in the name of Jesus, we would be given the treatment they 
would have given the Son because we come in His stead. 
They would carry you to the gate of the divine treasure that 
you seek from God.  
 
Jesus says: John 14:13 – ―And whatsoever you shall ask in my 
name, that will I do, that the Father may be glorified in the 
Son‖. John 14:14 – ―If you shall ask any thing in my name, I 
will do it‖. John 15:16 – ―You have not chosen me, but I have 
chosen you, and ordained you, that you should go and bring 
forth fruit, and that your fruit should remain: that whatsoever 
you shall ask of the Father in my name, he may give it you‖. 
John 16:24 – ―Hitherto have you asked nothing in my name: 
ask, and ye shall receive, that your joy may be full‖. Coming 
to God in the name of Jesus is like telling God that we are 
unworthy of His love and mercy, but that our imperfections 
are clothed by the glory of His son. His suffering and death 
has opened for us a new relationship with the Father. 
Scripture says, ―He that spared not his own Son, but 
delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also 
freely give us all things?‖ (Romans 8:32) It is in this regard 
that scripture says, ―God alone made it possible for you to be 
in Christ Jesus. For our benefit God made Christ to be 
wisdom itself. He is the one who made us acceptable to God. 
He made us pure and holy, and he gave himself to purchase 
our freedom‖ (1 Cor 1:30).  
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Making the knee of Satan bow at the name of Jesus  
The devil cannot withstand the name of Jesus. And so, 
wherever the name of Jesus is mentioned, the devil is 
stripped of his authority. The scripture says, ―God has 
exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above 
every other name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee 
shall bow, of those in heaven, on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the 
glory of God the Father‖ (2 Phil 2:9-11).  
 
The 72 disciples who were sent out in the name of Jesus said, 
―Lord, even the devils submit to us when we use your name‖. 
Jesus affirmed their testimony, ―I saw Satan fall like 
lightening from heaven. Look, I have given you power to 
tread down serpents and scorpions, and the whole strength of 
the enemy; nothing shall ever hurt you‖. Jesus tells His 
disciples, ―These will be the signs that will follow those who 
believe in me: in my name, they will drive out demons, they 
will speak new languages. They will pick up serpents with 
their hands, and if they drink any deadly thing, it will not 
harm them. They will lay hands on the sick and they will 
recover‖ (Mk 16:17-18).  Whenever the devil troubles you, run 
into the name of Jesus. The scripture says that ―The name of 
the Lord is a strong tower, the just man runs into it and is 
safe‖ (Pro 18:10).  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

He was Conceived by the Power of the Holy Spirit and was 
Born of the Virgin Mary 

 
By  

Kanu Ikechukwu Anthony, OSA 
Augustinian Institute, Makurdi 

Benue State 
The Incarnation 
The incarnation is the union of the Word of God and 
humanity. It is a union that does not imply the absorption or 
assimilation of the divinity by the humanity or the humanity 
by the divinity in which he is forever one with the Father and 
the Holy Spirit, nor did the human nature that he received 
from the Virgin Mary cease to be human. The incarnation was 
rather an exchange between humanity and divinity (Bavel, 
75-78). Thus St Augustine writes, 

If you go on to ask me how the incarnation was done, I 
say that the very Word of God was made flesh, that is, 
was made man, without however being turned or 
changed into that which he was made; that he was of 
course so made that you would have there not only the 
Word of God and the flesh of man but also the rational 
soul of man as well; and that this whole can be called 
God because it is God and man because it is man (De 
Trinitate, VI. 31). 

At the incarnation, God who is invisible made Himself 
visible; the incorporeal God made Himself corporeal; the 
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intangible made Himself tangible; the unapproachable made 
Himself approachable; the inaccessible made Himself 
accessible; the incomprehensible made Himself 
comprehensible; the ineffable made Himself effable. St John 
begins his gospel with a hymn dedicated to the incarnation: 
―The word became flesh and lived among us and we saw his 
glory‖ (Jn 1:1-18). St Paul in his letter to the Philippians 
describes the event of the incarnation thus: ―Though he was 
in the form of God, Jesus did not count equality with God a 
thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a 
servant, and being born in the likeness of men, he humbled 
himself and became obedient... even to death on a cross‖ 
(Philippians 2:6-11). In another letter, St Paul writes, ―When 
the appointed time came, God sent his son, born of a woman, 
born a subject of the law‖ (Gal 4:4-5). More clearly than he 
had done in his gospel, St John writes to his community, 
―God sent into the world his only Son, so that we could have 
life through him... we have seen and we testify that the Father 
has sent his son as the saviour of the world‖ (1 Jn 4:9, 14). 
Thus we say in the creed, ―For us men and for our salvation 
he came down from heaven‖, that he may reconcile us to the 
Father. Through the incarnation he became one with us, 
associated with our frail humanity that we may share in his 
divinity (2 Pet 1:4). St Gregory of Nyssa said that he healed us 
of our sick nature through the incarnation. He wrote: 

Sick, our nature demanded to be healed; fallen, to be 
raised up, dead, to rise again. We had lost the 
possession of the good; it was necessary for it to be 
given back to us. Closed in the darkness, it was 
necessary to bring us the light; captives, we awaited a 
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saviour; prisoners, help; slaves, a liberator. Are these 
things minor or insignificant? Did they not move God 
to descend to human nature and visit it, since 
humanity was in so miserable and unhappy a state? 
(15: 45-48) 

The event of the incarnation happened at the fullness of time. 
The Blessed Virgin Mary was invited by God to conceive him 
in the fullness of his divinity bodily. Since Mary knew no 
man, the Holy Spirit came upon her to sanctify and divinely 
fecundate her ―to conceive the eternal Son of the Father in a 
humanity drawn from her own‖ (CCC 485). It is in this 
regard that it is said in the Creed, ―He was conceived by the 
power of the Holy Spirit‖. This marked a completely new 
phase in the history of God‘s relationship with human beings. 
 
Mary as the Mother of God 
There are so many celebrated titles in honour and praise of 
Mary. But the praise of Mary is an inexhaustible fountain, the 
more it is enlarged the fuller it gets, and the more you fill it, 
so much the more it is enlarged. She is great and sublime, that 
the more she is praised the more there remains to be praised, 
so much so that if all the tongues of men were put together, 
and even if each of their members were changed into a 
tongue, they would not suffice to praise her as she deserves. 
Those who sincerely give praise and honour to Mary find 
themselves in an ocean without limits. 
 
The idea of Mary as the Theotokos (Mother of God) is the first 
and most important Marian Dogmas of the Catholic Church 
from which all the other praises and honour given to her 
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flow, it is from this that she is proclaimed: Ever Virgin, 
Mother of the Church, Mother of Divine Grace, Mother Most 
Pure, Mother Most Chaste etc, and so the Theotokos could be 
referred to as the foundation of the praises and honour given 
to Mary. 
 
Theotokos is a compound of two Greek words, θεός (theos) 
meaning ―God‖ and τόκος (tokos) meaning "parturition, 
childbirth." Literally, this translates as "God-bearer" or "the 
one who gives birth to God." However, since many English 
speaking Orthodox find this literal translation awkward, in 
liturgical use "Theotokos" is often left untranslated, or 
paraphrased as Mother of God. However, "Mother of God" 
and "Theotokos" are not synonymous, as the former describes 
a family relationship but not necessarily physical 
childbearing, which is expressed by the latter. This means 
that Mother of God must be understood by the person 
employing the term, as not referring to Mary as Mother of 
God from eternity but rather only with reference to the birth of 
Jesus, that is, God's birth on earth in flesh. By contrast, 
Theotokos makes this information explicit, thus excluding any 
misunderstanding of Mary's divine maternity." Mother of 
God" often has been, and still is, used as an imprecise 
translation of Theotokos. Its use as an imprecise translation of 
Theotokos has been one of the main occasions of the use of the 
term "Mother of God" in the English language. 
 
The fact that "Mother of God" can be misinterpreted as 
asserting that Mary was the mother of God the Father, means 
that the title is less precise than Theotokos, which excludes the 
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concept of Mary as a parent of God the Father. While the title 
"Mother of God" does not of itself exclude that concept, the 
manner in which it has traditionally been used and 
understood by Christians does exclude it, since the title has 
been understood (at least among Orthodox and Roman 
Catholics) as referring only to her maternity of Jesus. The 
impreciseness of "Mother of God" perhaps explains why the 
use of the title in traditional theology is more limited, and 
why the term is far less important dogmatically than 
Theotokos. 
 

The Theotokos in Scripture  
(Luke 1,31-35) 

In Luke‘s Gospel, the Archangel Gabriel declared to Mary, 
―Behold you shall conceive in your womb and shall bring 
forth a Son, and you shall call His name Jesus… therefore the 
holy one who shall be born of you shall be called the Son of 
God.‖ So Mary will be the mother of the Son of God. 
However, in scripture we do not find the actual term Mother 
of God explicitly used, but Mary is repeatedly referred to as 
the Mother of Jesus. But since the Gospels were at pains to 
explain how John the Baptist was subordinated in his 
historical mission to that of Jesus, so this was paralleled to the 
relationship of Elizabeth to Mary. For in the account of what 
came to be known as the Visitation, Elizabeth says, ―why 
should I be honoured with a visit from the Mother of my Lord‖ 
(Lk 1,43).  If this verbal exchange between Mary and her 
cousin were to be interpreted as having taken place in 
Aramaic, the title the Mother of my Lord, could conceivably be 
taken as a reference to Jesus Christ as Adonai in Hebrew 
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meaning, „My Lord‟, which was used as a substitute for the 
divine name Yahweh. And because in the central affirmation 
of Israel ―Hear, Oh Israel the Lord our God is one Lord‖, 
which Christ himself repeated in the Gospels (Mk 12,29), the 
assembled Bishops of the Council of Ephesus in 431 did not 
find it difficult to move from Elizabeth‘s formula of Mary as 
the Mother of my Lord to Cyril‘s formula of Mary as Theotokos, 
the Mother of God. 
 
The Historical Development Of The Theotokos 
The title, Mother of God, seems to have first been used in 
liturgical and devotional practice by Christians in Egypt. It 
appears in an ancient prayer, Sub Tuum Praesidium which 
dates back to the third century. There was some controversy 
about the use of this title since the pagan goddess, Isis, was 
referred to as Mother of God. However, there are radical 
differences between the myths about divine births to pagan 
goddesses (e.g. Isis, mother of Horus) and the gospel 
accounts of Jesus' incarnation in Mary. For example, the 
Gospels portray Jesus as conceived by Mary in Spirit while 
pagan myths portray the conception of gods in passion and 
removed from the mysterious destiny of the Incarnation.  
 
Nevertheless, the title, Mother of God, was used in an 
Alexandrian creedal formula. When challenged in 322, 
Patriarch Peter of Alexandria defended its legitimacy. Use of 
the title, Theotokos was formally sanctioned by the Ecumenical 
Council of Ephesus in 431. The Church declared that both 
Divine and human natures were united in the person of Jesus, 
the son of Mary. Hence, Mary may be called Theotokos, since 
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the son she bore according to the flesh, Jesus, is truly one of 
the Divine persons of the Trinity. This Marian title is really a 
Christological statement, which affirms that the second 
person of the Trinity, who was born into history as fully 
human, is really 'God with us'.  
 
The Theology of the Theotokos 
The title "Theotokos" specifically excludes the understanding 
of Mary as Mother of God in the eternal sense. Christians 
believe that God is the cause of all, with neither origin nor 
source, and thus without mother. This stands in contrast to 
classical Greco-Roman religions particular, where a number 
of divine female figures appear as mother of other divinities, 
demi-gods, or heroes. For example, Juno was revered as the 
mother of Vulcan, aphrodite, the mother of Aeneas. 
 
On the other hand, Christians believe the Son of God is 
begotten (born) of God the Father from all eternity, but is born 
in time of Mary, the Theotokos. Theotokos, then, refers to the 
incarnation, when the divine person of God the Son took on 
human nature in addition to his pre-existing divine nature, 
this being made possible through Mary's cooperation. 
Christians do not believe that she is the mother of God the 
Father in any sense (who, being without origin or beginning, 
has no mother), nor is she the mother of Jesus from all 
eternity, but only from the moment he entered into her womb 
and his incarnation began. 
 
Since mainstream Christianity understands Jesus Christ as 
both fully God and fully human, they call Mary "Theotokos" 
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to affirm the fullness of God's incarnation. The Council of 
Ephesus decreed, in opposition to those who denied Mary the 
title Theotokos ("the one who gives birth to God") but called 
her Christotokos ("the one who gives birth to Christ"), that 
Mary is Theotokos because her Son, Christ, is one person who 
is both God and man, divine and human. As Cyril wrote, "I 
am amazed that there are some who are entirely in doubt as 
to whether the holy Virgin should be called Theotokos or not. 
For if our Lord Jesus Christ is God, how is the holy Virgin 
who gave Him birth, not God-bearer [Theotokos]?" Thus the 
significance of the title "Theotokos" lies more in what it says 
about Jesus than in what it says about Mary. 
 
In the Orthodox Church, because of the significance of Mary's 
status as "Theotokos" to Orthodox doctrine, it is defined as 
one of only two indispensable dogmas relating to her. The 
other is that she is a Virgin.  
 
What precisely did Mary give Jesus in the act of Motherhood? 
First of all, let us establish what she did not give Jesus. Mary 
did not give Jesus His divine nature, nor did she give Him 
His divine personhood. Both of these aspects of Jesus, in His 
divinity, existed from eternity. What Mary gave Jesus was a 
human nature identical to her own. This gift of nature is 
given through the process of conception, growth or gestation, 
and birth. So the fruit of motherhood is the whole child, the 
entire person and not just the physical body. Mary was 
therefore the mother of someone, the mother of the person 
Jesus, who was an incarnate, humanized divine person, who 
subsisted and existed in the historical human nature of Jesus 
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of Nazareth who was engendered in and from Mary‘s virginal 
womb. 
 
I would like to conclude this chapter with an excerpt from the 
homily of St Cyril of Alexander during the council of Ephesus 
in 431, since it was at this council that the dogma of the 
Theotokos was confirmed. ―We greet you therefore holy and 
mystical Trinity, who gathered us together in this church of 
Mary, the Mother of God. Hail Mary, Mother of God, most 
venerated treasure on all earth, inextinguishable light, crown 
of virginity, scepter of true doctrine, indestructible temple, 
dwelling place of him who cannot be contained, virgin and 
mother, through whom we have been given him who is 
called per excellence. Because of you the Trinity is worshipped 
and adored. Because of you the cross is venerated and adored 
through the whole world. Because of you heaven rejoices, the 
angels and arch-angels delight and demons are put to flight. 
Who is there who is able to speak of Mary worthy of all 
praise? Let us tremble and worship the undivided Trinity and 
praise the ever-virgin Mary‖. 
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Jesus Christ being a Jew, did all he did as a Jew, but tried to 
give the people of Israel a better understanding of God, the 
law and of things in general. After his baptism by John at the 
river Jordan, Jesus began his public ministry. The way and 
manner he taught immediately set him aside as different 
from the scribes and the Pharisees Mark 1,27. He attracted 
lots of people Mark 2,2.13, he cured their sick, cast out 
demons, taught with authority and his fame spread 
throughout the surrounding region of Galilee Mark 1,27-28. 
This however made certain Pharisees and partisans of Herod, 
together with priests and scribes agree to destroy him Mark 
3,6; 14,1 (Cf CCC 574). They were not comfortable with his 
manner and style of teaching and lifestyle. For instance, his 
novel interpretation of the Law which the Israelites hold so 
dear to themselves, his familiarity with tax collectors and 
public sinners Matt 12,24; Mark 2,7, his casting out demons. 
He was even accused of blasphemy and false prophesy which 
ordinarily is a punishable offence by the Law John 5,18; 7,12. 
Seeing all of this, one would ask why these set of people were 
almost always against Christ. The answer is not farfetched, it 
was simply due to the fact that Jesus‘ words and actions 



Victor Nwabueze, OMV 
 

 

62 

constituted a sign of contradiction to them Luke 2,34. 
Somehow they were blind to the fact that God was in their 
midst, they were blind also to the fact that they have someone 
greater than the Law amongst them. Despite Jesus‘ radical 
way of doing things, he was not always polemical with all the 
Jewish authorities. Some of them were his friends, he dined 
with them in their homes Luke 7,36, praised some of them 
like the scribe of Mark 12,34, endorsed some of the teachings 
imparted by them, for instance the teaching on the 
resurrection of the dead (Luke 20,39), and so on (Cf CCC575) 
There is no doubt that Israel became the chosen people of 
God and for them, the Law, the centrality of the Temple, 
Land, and faith in one God are some of their characteristic 
traits as the people of God. Jesus was seen as, or 
misunderstood as acting against these essential institutions of 
the God‘s people hence his polemical confrontation with 
those who interpreted the Law. (Cf CCC576). Is this really 
true? Was Jesus Christ really against these established 
institutions? For the purpose of this work, we will take a look 
at some of the characteristic traits of the chosen people of 
God.  
 
Jesus and the Law: The Law for the people of Israel is a very 
vital element of their existence as the people of God. In fact 
their day to day activities revolved round the Torah. They do 
not in any way joke with it. They are guided by it, propelled 
by it, and established in it. However, they seem to hold more 
unto the letter of the Law rather than the spirit behind the 
Law. Consequently this brings them in conflict with Jesus 
Christ who is the perfection of the Law. Christ made it clear, 
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(despite his frequent confrontations with the authorities of 
the Law), that he has not come to abolish the Law but rather 
to fulfill it (Matt 5,17-19). Christ being a Jew knew the Law in 
all its entirety and kept it to its very minute detail. He did not 
only keep the Law well, but also taught it to the people and 
give them a better understanding of the Law. At the age of 
twelve, he was already listening to teachers of the Law and 
asking them questions (Luke 2,41-52). His perfect 
understanding of the Law was something the custodians of 
the Law could not understand and this made them see him as 
one who is against the dictates of the Law. They themselves 
could not keep the Law in all its entirety without violating 
the least of its precepts (John 7,19; Acts 13,38-41), for this 
reason, they ask for God‘s forgiveness for their transgressions 
of the Law every year on the day of Atonement. (Cf CCC 578) 
This is so because the Law itself is an inseparable whole, thus 
transgressing one aspect of the Law means transgressing the 
whole Law (James 2,10). Israel‘s observance of the Law at 
some point was taken to the extreme, it became in a certain 
sense hypocritical. This was as a consequence of emphasizing 
only the letter of the Law to the detriment of the spirit behind 
the Law. For instance, there is a Law on touching the dead. 
Numbers 19, 11-16 holds that anyone who touches a dead 
body would remain unclean for seven days. This was a 
sacred Law put in place to foster good health and sanctity 
among the Israelites. One can imagine the consternation of 
the interpreters of the Law when Jesus who is a Jew and more 
so a Rabbi, touched a corpse. They must have been 
scandalized, they must have thought that Christ had declared 
himself unclean by so doing and would not want to mingle 
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with him anymore. But Jesus Christ who is the author of the 
Law that gives life, knew the spirit behind the law, the law of 
life and since he is the perfect fulfillment of the Law acted the 
way he did. He saw the pain and anguish of the widow 
whose son had died and had compassion on her Luke 7,11-17, 
by bringing her son back to life. He, the bearer of life, the 
light that shines in the darkness could not be overcome by 
darkness neither could he be overcome by the uncleanness of 
a corpse. By this and other acts of his, Christ proved to be a 
Rabbi and was seen as such by the people of Israel. He not 
only interpreted the Law in a different manner from the way 
the teachers of the Law interpreted it, but taught it with 
authority. His teachings made impact in the lives of his 
listeners, it challenged them and moved them to act 
accordingly. In his confrontation with the Scribes and 
Pharisees, they often remain surprised and confounded at his 
interpretation of the Law and this in a way offended them (Cf 
CCC 581). In Christ, the Law no longer appears engraved on 
tables of stone but "upon the heart" of the Servant who 
becomes "a covenant to the people", because he will 
"faithfully bring forth justice". Jesus fulfils the Law to the 
point of taking upon himself "the curse of the Law" incurred 
by those who do not "abide by the things written in the book 
of the Law, and do them", for his death took place to redeem 
them "from the transgressions under the first covenant" Gal 
3,10.13. (Cf CCC 580). No one else could fulfil the Law except 
Christ himself. He did not come to abolish the Law but rather 
to fulfil it by giving its ultimate interpretation in a divine 
way: ―Again, you have heard that it was said to those of ancient 
times „You shall not swear falsely, but carry out the vows you have 
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made to the Lord.‟ But I say to you, Do not swear at all, either by 
heaven, for it the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his 
footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King.”Matt 
5,33-35. With this kind of authority, he disavowed certain 
traditions of the Pharisees that were making void the word of 
God Mark 7,13. (Cf CCC 581) One interesting thing to note is 
that Jesus‘ interpretation of the Law did not just cover an 
aspect of the Law, but the Law in its entirety. He interpreted 
the Law, taught it with authority and perfected it. He 
perfected the dietary law which is so important to the Jews by 
revealing its pedagogical meaning Mark 7,18-21 (Cf CCC 
582). There were certain animals that the Jews considered 
unclean and as a consequence do not eat them and the Law 
forbade them to eat them (Lev 11, 1-23). However with Jesus‘ 
teaching in Mark 7:14-21, Jesus made them to understand that 
it is not that which enters into the mouth that defiles a man 
but what comes out of him. He even went ahead to declare all 
foods clean by this teaching. It is from within, from our hearts 
that evil thoughts come from and not from what we eat. He 
also strongly taught the people about the Sabbath, often in 
confrontation with the interpreters of the Law who do not 
really know the pedagogical meaning of keeping the Sabbath. 
Jesus maintained in his teachings that the Sabbath rest is not 
violated by serving God and neighbour which his own 
healings did (Cf CCC 582) 
 
Unfortunately all this brought him in conflict with the 
interpreters of the law who did not accept his own 
interpretations. They however knew that they could not take 
away from him the fact that he knew the Law, interpreted it 
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even if it was different from their own interpretation and 
perfected it even if they did not welcome it. Only Christ 
could fulfill the Law, only he could interpret and perfect it 
and he did just that. 
 
Jesus and the Temple:  The temple remains one of the central 
elements of Jesus‘ ministry. Ironically, one of the accusations 
leveled against Christ during his interrogation at the high 
priest‘s house was his alleged statement of destroying the 
temple and rebuilding it in three days time (Mark 14,57-58). 
This same statement was used to mock him on the cross (Matt 
27,39-40). His statement of destroying and rebuilding the 
temple was totally misunderstood by the Jews and to them it 
was a very big scandal, so one can imagine their 
consternation at his statement. However, the scripture made 
it clear that he was referring to his own body (John 2,19-21). 
Why was this scandalous to them? Why was it like sudden 
bomb blast to their hearing? It was so because the Jews 
cherished the temple and they do not joke about it. It was 
their centre of worship. After the twelve tribes of Israel left 
Egypt and made their covenant with God, the very first thing 
God did was command his people to build him one place of 
worship, the tabernacle. This was the place the priests of 
Israel worshipped God by means of a sacrifice. Looking at the 
old testament, Exod 25-40 actually describes  the tabernacle 
and how it was built. The Tabernacle became at some point a 
prototype for a permanent place of worship in the promised 
land which is the temple of Solomon. The temple of Solomon 
built almost a thousand years before the birth of Christ, was 
essentially bigger and much more splendid version of the 
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Tabernacle (1Kgs 6-8). It was the dwelling place of God on 
earth and the place of sacrificial worship.  It was a building of 
stone, lavishly covered with gold and decorated with 
carvings of golden angels, palm trees and open flowers 
(1kgs8,22-32). With this kind of description, it is taken for 
granted that the temple of Jerusalem was the pride and joy of 
all Israel. However, few centuries after the building of 
Solomon‘s Temple, it was destroyed by the Babylonian 
empire in 587BC. After a while, the Babylonians gave way to 
the Persian empire under King Cyrus who in 539BC allowed 
the Israelites to go back home and rebuild the temple. 
Nevertheless, the new temple, which is the second temple 
was in no way as glorious as the temple of Solomon. In fact 
the old men who had seen the first temple wept because it 
did not compare to the glory of Solomon‘s Temple Ezra 3,10-
13. In any case, King Herod and his successors spent much of 
their time and money transforming the second temple into 
one of the wonders of the ancient world (John 2,20). So the 
temple was very important to the Jews, it was a meeting place 
between God and his people, so for Christ to have even made 
the statement which was misunderstood, was for them a no 
go area, an affront, a slap to their face!  
 
Jesus Christ was a lover of the temple and as a Jew he 
expressed his deepest respect for it. He was presented in the 
temple by his parents forty days after his birth (Luke 2,22-39), 
he remained there in the temple at the age of twelve to do his 
Father‘s business (Luke 2,46-49). He went up the temple 
every year during his hidden life for the Passover feast (Luke 
2,41) and his public ministry itself was patterned by his 
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pilgrimages to Jerusalem for the great Jewish feasts  (John 
2,13-14; 5,1; 10,22-23). (Cf CCC 583). The temple was a place 
of encounter with God for Jesus, the dwelling of his Father, a 
house of prayer and was angry when its outer court had 
become a place of commerce Matt 21,13. His disciples 
remembered the zeal he had for the house of God, the temple 
(John 2,16-17) and would emulate this same zeal and 
reverence for it after his resurrection (Acts 2,46; Acts 3,1).  
 
Jesus and Israel’s faith in one God: Israel believed in one 
God and made efforts to worship him. Jesus Christ came and 
presented God to them in a way they are not used to as such. 
In fact his role in the redemption of sins, the divine work par 
excellence, was the true stumbling block for Israel‘s religious 
authorities Luke 2,34 (Cf CCC 587). In Jesus‘ time, tax 
collectors and sinners were seen as outcasts and people not to 
be mingled with, but it is with these very set of people that 
Christ ate and dined with thereby scandalizing the Pharisees 
and Scribes (Luke 5,30; 7,36; 11,37; 14,1). He made it clear to 
them that he came to call not the righteous but sinners to 
repentance (Luke 18,9; 5,32; John 7,49). This is a wonderful 
way of bringing people to repentance. One can imagine how 
rejected and dejected these people who have been labeled 
sinners and outcasts must have felt, but Christ came 
welcoming them, accepting them, eating with them. Of 
course with this kind of attitude they would be disposed to 
listen to whatever he has to tell them, and this they did. If 
only we can take a cue from Jesus‘ attitude towards outcasts 
and so called sinners in our society, we would go a long way 
in converting them and bringing them into the kingdom of 
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God. Christ made it clear to the Pharisees and Scribes that 
those who pretend not to need salvation are blind to 
themselves John 8,33-36;9,40-41 (cf CCC 588). All have sinned 
and come short of the glory of God Rom 3,23. So one should 
not be proud before God or think he or she no longer needs 
God‘s mercy. The Pharisees could not just understand Christ 
because they had already made themselves righteous before 
God, they saw themselves as justified before him and that 
they were doing the right thing. Thus they looked down on 
others who they have come to classify as sinners. Jesus‘ 
merciful conduct toward sinners was a scandal to them. Jesus 
identified his merciful conduct toward sinners with God‘s 
own attitude toward them (Matt 9,13; Hos 6,6). One of the 
major stumbling blocks for the religious leaders of Israel and 
a big scandal to them, was Jesus‘ forgiveness of sins. Only 
God can forgive sins, according to them (Mark 2,7), and 
rightly so. Hence, for Jesus whom they saw as only a man 
and never God, it was blasphemy on Jesus‘ part, because 
being a man, he equated himself with God, that is, he made 
himself God‘s equal. Little did they know that in actual fact, 
God is in their midst, Emmanuel, the second person in the 
Holy Trinity, Jesus Christ. Jesus‘ person really does make 
present and reveals God‘s name, John 5,18;10:33;17,6.26. (cf 
CCC 589) Throughout his ministry, Jesus acted in such a way 
as to make the people understand that he is actually God 
working in their midst, but somehow, for some reason, some 
of them never really accepted him as God. He made them 
understand that he is greater than Jonah, than Solomon, than 
the Temple, and that even before Abraham existed he did. In 
his exact words ―before Abraham was, I AM‖. This were the 
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same words used by God in the book of Exodus 3,14. St Mark 
in the opening pages of his gospel made it clear he was 
talking about Christ who is God: The beginning of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God Mark 1,1. Only the divine identity 
of Jesus‘ person can justify so absolute a claim, that is the 
claim of being God, of being able to forgive sins. (Cf CCC 
590)  
 
Jesus asked the religious authorities of Jerusalem to believe in 
him because of the Father‘s works which he accomplished 
(John 10,36-38). However such an act of faith must undergo a 
mysterious death to self for a new birth from above under the 
influence of divine grace John 3,7. (Cf CCC 591) Such a 
demand from Christ to them, with regard to their conversion 
in the face of so surprising a fulfillment of the promise Isaiah 
53,1, allows one to understand the tragic misunderstanding of 
the Sanhedrin about Jesus Christ. In essence, they saw him as 
a blasphemer and judged that he deserved to die  (Mark 
3,6; Matt 26,64-66). However they acted out of ignorance and 
hardness of heart (Cf CCC 591). 
 
We have seen that Jesus Christ did not come to abolish the 
Law, but to fulfill it and he really did fulfill the Law, giving it 
its ultimate meaning and essence. He kept the Law, gave the 
true meaning of the Law, venerated the temple by going up 
to it for Jewish feasts of pilgrimage and had a jealous love for 
the dwelling place of God. In fact the temple prefigured his 
own mystery. When he announces its destruction, it is as a 
manifestation of his own execution and of the entry into a 
new age in the history of salvation, when his Body would be 
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the definitive Temple.(Cf CCC 593) Some Jews, despite all 
that Christ did, never recognized him as God. Jesus went 
about doing good, forgiving sins, bringing sinners to 
repentance, performing signs and wonders, preaching the 
word and announcing the emergence of the kingdom of God. 
He was seen by some as a man who made himself God, but 
you and I by the gift of faith given to us by God know full 
well that Christ is God, the second person in the Holy Trinity, 
God made man who till this very moment is with us. 
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Introduction 
According to the divisions of the Apostles Creed in the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), the faith statement: 
Jesus Christ suffered under Pontus Pilate, was crucified, died and 
was buried is the fourth article of the twelve articles of the 
Apostles Creed but the third article of the six articles referring 
to Jesus Christ in that Creed. It is interesting to note that in 
this twelvefold division of the Creed, six of these articles1 
deal with our faith confession in Jesus Christ, whereas, only 
one article each refer to the Father and the Holy Spirit. 2 
Ordinarily this disappropriation should elicit some curiosity. 
Mathematically speaking, given the number of articles 
referring to Jesus Christ, it would appear that Jesus Christ or 
at least what we profess or have to say about him is of greater 
importance than what we profess or have got to say of the 
Father and the Holy Spirit. Of course, such a view will fly 
directly against the very faith of the Church which was 
                                                           
1 Articles 2-7. 
2 Articles 1 and 8 respectively. 
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clearly articulated by the Holy Fathers, who in the councils of 
Nicaea and Constantinople sought to affirm unambiguously 
the consubstantiality, coeternity and coequality of the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit in contraposition to the views held by the 
Arians and Macedonians (Pneumatomachians). And yet, it may 
not be completely wrong to say that the seeming emphasis 
and attention given to Jesus Christ is because of his 
immediate relationship with us especially in his role as the 
one who mediates divinity and humanity. But this does not of 
course place him above the Father and the Holy Spirit. 
 
The Six Articles of Faith in Christ  
The six articles relating to Jesus Christ can more or less be 
said to tell or express the history, theology and spirituality 
about Jesus Christ. They tell us who he is and what he does, 
has done, and will do. The first article that speaks to us about 
Christ3 tells us that he is ―the only Son of God‖.4 The second 
article5 further tells us that he came into our human world 
and history by being born of a Virgin. Now, in the human 
form, this Christ suffered under Pontus Pilate, was crucified, 

                                                           
3 This, however, is the second article in the Apostles Creed. 
4 The Ecumenical Fathers of the councils of Nicaea and Constantinople 
gave us further insight as to who this Son of God is, i.e., his nature and 
identity by insisting that he the only begotten Son of God, who was 
begotten by the Father before all age or time. They further affirmed that 
this Jesus Christ is God from God, Light from Light, True God from True 
God, and that he was begotten not created or made and that he has the 
same essence or substance as the Father and that in fact, it was through 
him, that the Father made all things and so nothing was made without 
him.  
5 Third article of the Apostles Creed, etc. 



CHAPTER FIVE: He Suffered under Pontus Pilate, was Crucified, Died and was Buried: 
A Catechetical Commentary on the Fourth Article of the Christian Faith 

 

 

75 

died and was buried (third article), He however did rise 
again on the third day after having descended into hell 
(fourth article). Having risen from the dead, he returns to 
where he once came from and takes his place of honor and 
glory beside his Father (fifth article). The final article assures 
us that this Christ will come a second time as judge of all the 
living and dead. A simple way that Christian thinkers down 
the age have come to describe these six faith statements 
concerning Christ is the Christ event. By this, it is meant the 
incarnation, death and resurrection (and ascension) of Christ. It is 
a unique event that has great significance for every person 
that has ever lived, that is living and that will ever live. No 
human life is untouched by this singular event, whether one 
consciously knows and acknowledges it or not. And for 
Christian believers this single event, played out in stages so 
to speak, is at the very core of our Christian faith and life. No 
one can legitimately claim or bear the name Christian without 
wholly and unconditionally accepting the truth of this six 
faith statements about Christ.  
 
Since the Christian faith is one that is ever seeking 
understanding, Christians down the ages, while professing 
and assenting to these articles of faith, are nevertheless ever 
asking the question ―Why‖? Why the Christ event? An 
important medieval Christian writer, Anselm of Canterbury, 
beautifully phrased this question in his famous work, Cur 
Deus Homo?6 An equally important Patristic writer of the 4th 
century, and indeed, one of the Great Fathers and Doctors of 
                                                           
6 Why did God become Man? 
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the Eastern Church and champion of the Nicene Creed, 
Athanasius of Alexandria, had explored answers to that same 
question in his work, De Incarnatione (On the Incarnation). 
And so, it would appear that over the centuries, Christians, in 
an attempt to clarify and deepen their faith, have asked the 
questions: why was God (Christ) born? Why did he suffer 
and die? Did he rise from the dead? Etc. In addition to these 
questions is the more important question, what does his 
incarnation, suffering, death and resurrection mean for us 
humankind? As the Year of Faith, declared by Pope Benedict 
XIV in October 2012, gradually draws to a close, we too must 
ask these faith questions, in order to discover new and fresh 
answers for ourselves and for the people of our time and 
locality. 
 
Jesus Christ suffered under Pontus Pilate, Was 
Crucified, Died and Was Buried 
The fourth article of the Apostolic Creed states that Jesus 
Christ suffered under Pontus Pilate, was crucified, died and was 
buried. A quick comparison of the article of the Apostles 
Creed with that of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed will 
reveal some slight but interesting differences. The latter 
Creed states: and [he] was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, 
and suffered and was buried.7 Besides mentioning the fact that 
Jesus was crucified for us, a phrase that has a Eucharistic 

                                                           
7 This article of faith, which is found in 1 Cor 15: 3b-5, may according to 
Eugene La Verdiere, well be the oldest Christian Creed. Cf. La Verdiere, 
The Eucharist in the New Testament and the Early Church, 
(Collegeville/Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1996), p. 4. 
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note,8 the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed does not mention 
the death of Christ, whereas this is mentioned in the Apostles 
Creed. Of course, one may argue that the fact that he was 
buried already presupposes that he first died and then was 
buried. But given the historical context of the various 
controversies surrounding the Person of Jesus Christ, 
particularly certain Christological positions that denied that 
Jesus Christ actually suffered and died, one would expect 
that the specific mention of his death will be important to 
exclude such heretical assertion.9  
 
Another interesting feature of this article is the mention of the 
name of the Roman governor, Pontus Pilate, who sentenced 
Jesus Christ to death. Both Creeds: the Apostles and Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creeds, make specific mention of this 
Roman governor. This is rather curious. One would 
ordinarily expect that Christians would do their utmost to 
consign the name and memory of this unjust governor to the 
dunghill of history and ensure that history never remembers 
him after all he presided over and authorized the unjust 
crucifixion of their Lord and Master. This is so because, it is 
usual that the memories of good and noble men and women 

                                                           
8 See below for further elucidation on this point. 
9 Certain Gnostics sects denied that Christ really suffered and died. They 
hinged their position on a curious distinction or rather separation 
between the earthly man, Jesus and the heavenly Christ descended from 
on high. The former, according to them, flew away at the moment of the 
crucifixion, thus, it was only the man Jesus that was crucified and not 
Christ. Irenaeus offers a stout rebuttal of this position. See Irenaeus, 
Adversus Haereses, Bk III, xviii, 1-7 
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be remembered throughout history, whereas attempts are 
made to blot out the memories of ignoble men and women. 
Christians, on the contrary, have immortalized the memory 
of Pilate in our Creed. Why? The answer though simple is 
crucially important for the faith of Christians. Those six 
articles which tell the story of Jesus Christ, do not tell the 
story of an imaginary figure or event. They speak of events 
that actually took place. St. Cyril of Jerusalem underscores 
this point when he argues: So Jesus did indeed suffer for all 
men. The cross is no fantasy, for otherwise the redemption 
would be fantasy. His death is no fiction, for if it were, 
salvation would be a fiction. If his death was mere illusion, 
those were true words of the men who said: ‗We remember 
that deceiver saying whilst he was still alive, ―In three days I 
shall rise again.‖‘10 So his passion was genuine; he really was 
crucified, and we are not ashamed.  And so, the truth of the 
Christian faith is inextricably tied and rooted in the historicity 
of the Person and events connected to him. Thus, the 
―immortalization‖ of Pontus Pilate in the Christian Creed 
may well be described as a collateral consequence of attempts 
by Christians to underscore the historicity of the person and 
event of Jesus Christ.  
 
Why Did Jesus Christ Suffer 
Now we turn to the question: why did Jesus suffer (under 
Pontus Pilate), why was he crucified and then buried? 
Interestingly again, the Apostles Creed, which is the basis for 
                                                           
10 Cyril of Jerusalem, ―On the Crucified and Buried Christ‖ in Divine 
Providence and Human Suffering: Message of the Fathers of the Church, 17, J. 
Walsh & P. G. Walsh (eds.), (Delaware: Michael Glazier, 1985), 4. 
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the catechetical elaborations of the CCC does not seem to 
offer us an immediate answer to this question. On the 
contrary, the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed offers us an 
unambiguous answer to this question which actually 
presupposes a prior question: Why did the Son of God become 
incarnate? The answer the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed 
gives to this both questions is clear and unambiguous, 
namely: …because of us men and because of our salvation 
([he] came down from the heavens). The reason for the 
incarnation of Christ, that is, his taking flesh in the womb of 
the Virgin Mary and being born of her, is the same reason for 
his suffering, death, burial and resurrection, viz. for us men 
(and women) and for our salvation. This is the singular motive 
that inspires and directs the whole story of the Son of God in 
his mission on earth. For this reason, therefore, the Christ 
event, i.e. his birth, suffering, death and resurrection, is said 
to be one single event though played out in different 
moments of history. And so, Jesus Christ suffered, died, and 
was buried in order to save us. In other words, Jesus gives his 
life so that humankind may be saved. And so a way of 
explaining the suffering, death, and burial of Jesus is through 
the concept of sacrifice. 
 
For us Africans, particularly for those who still have 
reminiscences of our traditional culture and religion, sacrifice 
is a religious practice that is part of the very fabric of our 
traditional religious consciousness and practice. There are 
regular sacrifices made to various gods either in gratitude for 
favors received, or in appeasement for an offense 
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commitment or for some other reasons. Some of these 
sacrifices may involve the spilling of blood, particularly 
animal blood. But these are ordinary or regular sacrifices. 
There are, however, extraordinary sacrifices which are made 
at extraordinary times and for extraordinary circumstances. 
This type of sacrifice often requires not any kind of blood but 
oftentimes human blood and in certain instances, the blood a 
certain kind of person, e.g. a young virgin (male or female). 
Oftentimes, this demand of a human sacrifice is often called 
forth by a grievous transgression (abomination) caused by 
one or more members of the community such that the entire 
community risks being wiped off if nothing is done to 
remove the abomination from the land or at best the welfare 
and progress of the community is gravely threatened until 
the abomination or rather the curse resulting from the 
abomination is removed through human sacrifice. In most 
traditional African setting, this is what is often referred to as 
cleansing the land. In Chinua Achebe‘s classic novel, Things 
Fall Apart, we read of the tragic sacrifice of Okonkwo‘s ward, 
Ikemefuna, although it is not all too clear what wrong his 
sacrifice was meant to right. 
 
What we have stated above is an analogous attempt at 
understanding the suffering and death of Christ from a 
traditional African perspective.11 In a far much powerful and 

                                                           
11 I am fully conscious of the severe criticism that this analogous reading 
or interpretation will provoke because of the sense of revulsion and 
―barbarousness― the idea of human sacrifice evokes. However, one must 
try to see beyond the ―cruelty‖ and ―crudity‖ of this practice to seek to 
understand its religious logic. The life of the community hangs on the 
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incomparable way, the suffering and death of Christ is a 
cleansing (of the whole of humanity) in order for the curse 
imposed on humanity by the sin of our forebears Adam and 
Eve may be lifted. Analogous to situations in many 
traditional African communities, where the abomination of 
one man can bring total ruin and destruction to the whole 
community, but can be reversed by sacrificing one human 
being, likewise, the sin of Adam had brought death to the 
whole of humanity and so the sacrifice of Christ lifts up the 
curse of death that has ever since weighed upon humanity. 
This is what St. Paul meant when he argues in his letter to the 
Christian community in Rome that one man‟s offence brought 
condemnation on all humanity and one man‟s good act [death] has 
                                                                                                                                    
death of an individual. This is not far from the logic and argument of 
Caiaphas, the High Priest, when he told the council of the Pharisees: you 
do not understand that it is expedient for you that one man should die for 
the people, that the whole nation should not perish.‖ (John 11: 50). From 
the perspective of Caiaphas and the Pharisees, one could say that Jesus 
was offered as a human sacrifice in order to preserve the entire Jewish 
community. This, in essence, is not any more different from the religious 
logic that undergirds human sacrifice in traditional African society. One 
can even go further to say that Jesus Christ was God‘s ―human sacrifice‖ 
to prevent the whole of humanity from perishing, although God is not a 
member of the human community. This analogical reading, in my view, 
only points to one of the shadows and dim light of God‘s future act of 
salvation present in the pre-Christian African society, similar to the dim 
lights and shadows that the early Church Fathers found in Greco-Roman 
pagan society. We must reject that deprecatory missionary attitude that 
consigned all of Africa‘s belief and practices as demon inspired or works 
of the devil. There were also in pre-Christian Africa elements of the logos 
spermatikos as was also found present in Pagan Rome by early Church 
Fathers.   
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brought justification and life to all humanity (Rom 5:18). Just like 
a traditional African community which is doomed unless it 
offers the blood of either one of his sons or daughters or at 
least of a stranger, so likewise, the whole of humanity was 
doomed until Christ offered his life for the whole of 
humanity. As revulsive as human sacrifice may seem to the 
modern mind, one cannot deny that the inner logic of it bears 
some similarity, distant and shadowy as it may seem, to the 
meaning and effects of the death of Christ. Although we have 
tried to draw analogies from ritual or religious practices in 
traditional African societies as a way of peering into the 
mystery of the Christ‘s death, it must never be forgotten that 
analogies, though often useful are nonetheless very limited. 
But we will go on to examine the specific nature and 
character of Christ‘s suffering and death. 
 
The Nature and Character of Christ’s Suffering and Death 
The death of Jesus is, certainly, of a different kind and nature. 
It was not, what we might call, a natural death, i.e., death 
resulting from sickness, or an accident, or even of old age.12 
His death was clearly foreseen and anticipated. It was a 
specific kind of death, death by crucifixion. Although death 
on the cross was known and used before Christ, but since the 
death of Christ on the Cross, the Cross has become 

                                                           
12 St. Athanasius, the great bishop of Alexandria and champion of the 
Nicene Creed, had proffered reasons as to why the death of Christ was a 
public death by crucifixion and not a private death after the manner of 
men cf. ―De Incarnatione Verbi Dei‖, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4.  
Philip  Schaff & Henry Wace (eds.), (Massachusetts: Hendrickson 
Publishers, Inc., 1994), #2, 14-7 
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inseparably identified with Christ, such that the mention of 
the death of Christ immediately evokes the mental picture of 
the Cross. And so, to say that Jesus was crucified is to say that 
he died. The death of Jesus as we earlier noted was one that 
was foreseen and consciously embraced.  In fact, there was a 
gradual build-up or what could be said to be a conscious 
journey towards death. He knew and saw his death coming, 
he could have avoided it but he chose not to. It is crucial, 
therefore, that the suffering and death of Christ always and 
every time be understood and interpreted within the context 
of his full personal freedom. Taken outside this context, his 
suffering and death will be nothing more than the sad and 
tragic end of a ―good man‖ who was unable to escape some 
inexorable disastrous fate.  But on the contrary, his death was 
not only a conscious action, but one with a specific intent, 
that is, for the salvation of men. In fact, Jesus himself clearly 
affirms, as the moment of his death became imminent, that 
his life is not being forcefully taken away from him, but 
rather he lays down his life on his own accord and as such, he 
can also take it up when he pleases (cf. Jn 10:18). This 
absolute freedom and control over his life and destiny 
underscores, first and foremost, his absolute or sovereign 
freedom as God though clothed in human form. But even 
more importantly, it highlights his generosity and love. The 
quality and depth of an action lies in the measure of freedom 
from which and with which such action flows and is 
performed. An action, particularly love, when constrained, 
has little or no value. This explains why freedom is the most 
fundamental value or virtue that characterizes not only the 
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actions of God but of man too. Ultimately then, the death of 
Christ must be understood as a Gift, the Ultimate Gift of 
himself not just to humankind in general, but individually 
and personally to each and every human person.  
 
Here, we begin to see the marked difference between the 
nature of Christ‘s death as sacrifice and the analogous human 
sacrifice in some of our traditional African communities or 
any other human community for that matter. While, in the 
latter, it is one in which the victim does not freely and 
consciously offer himself/herself in order that his community 
may be saved, Christ‘s was a total gift of himself for the life of 
the world. And of course, the status of Jesus Christ as Son of 
God gives it an infinite value. In a word, Jesus‘ suffering and 
death can be summed up as his Supreme Gift of Love to 
humankind. 
 
The Suffering and Death of Christ and the Christian 
Eucharist 
Catholic Tradition and theology has from the origin and life 
of the Church, maintained an inextricable link between the 
mystery of the Christian Eucharist and the Paschal mystery, 
i.e. the suffering, crucifixion, death, burial and resurrection of 
Christ. In fact, rather than speak in a manner that suggests 
two connected realties, it is more appropriate to speak of one 
reality with two sides or dimensions, like the two faces of a 
coin. The Breaking of Bread also known as the Lord‘s Supper 
or the Eucharist is always celebrated with the suffering, 
crucifixion and death of Christ in view. Writing to the church 
in Corinth, St. Paul reminds them that ―as often as you eat 
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this bread and drink the chalice you proclaim the Lord‘s 
death until he comes‖ (1 Cor 11: 26). St. Ignatius of Antioch 
almost a century afterwards underscores this intrinsic 
connection when writing to the church in Smyrna while on 
his way to be martyred in Rome. Explaining the schismatic 
actions of the Docetists, he writes: They abstain from the 
Eucharist and from prayer, because they confess not the 
Eucharist to be the flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ, which suffered 
for our sins, and which the Father, of His goodness, raised up 
again.13 This revered Bishop of Antioch will indeed refer to 
the Eucharist as the medicine of immortality, the antidote which 
prevents us from dying and which causes that we should live 
forever in Jesus Christ.14 The suffering and death of Christ on 
the Cross, Christians confess, brought life and salvation to all, 
for as St. Ambrose pointed out, ―he died so that his death 
might become the life of those who have died.15 Nineteen 
centuries after, this mystery of Christian faith is re-proposed 
and represented to the Christian faithful. Writing to the 
church of Christ spread throughout the world, Blessed Pope 
John Paul II, resting on the authority of St. Paul, wrote: ―The 
Lord Jesus on the night he was betrayed‖ (1 Cor 11: 23) 
instituted the Eucharist Sacrifice of his body and his blood. 

                                                           
13 Ignatius, ―Epistle to the Smyrnaeans‖, vii. Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol 1: The 
Apostolic Fathers, Justine Martyr, Irenaeus, A. Roberts & J. Donaldson (eds.), 
(Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc. 1994/2004). Emphasis 
added. 
14 Ignatius of Antioch, ―Epistle to the Ephesians‖,. Ante-Nicene Fathers, XX. 
15 Ambrose of Milan, ―On the Sacrament of the Lord‘s Becoming Flesh‖ in 
Jesus, Christ, Savior: Message of the Fathers of the Church, Gerard H. Ettlinger 
(ed.), (Delaware: Michael Glazier, 1987), 5, 39 
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The words of the Apostle Paul bring us back to the dramatic 
setting in which the Eucharist was born. The Eucharist is 
indelibly marked by the event of the Lord‘s passion and 
death, of which it is not only a reminder but the sacramental 
re-presentation. It is the sacrifice of the Cross perpetuated 
down the ages.16 The concept, ―Gift‖ expresses in a simple 
but profound way the meaning and essence of both the death 
of Christ Jesus on the Cross and the Eucharist. Both are 
Christ‘s Gift of himself given to the world and to his Church 
in particular. Indeed, it is the gift par excellence, as Blessed John 
Paul II notes. The Church has received the Eucharist from 
Christ her Lord not as one gift—however precious—among 
so many others, but as the gift par excellence, for it is the gift 
of himself, of his person in his sacred humanity, as well as the 
gift of his saving work.17 The notion of the Cross and the 
Eucharist as the gift par excellence can also be discerned in the 
phrase for you (or many). Both the Institution narratives and 
the words of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed contain 
this expression. In the former, Jesus speaks of his body and 
blood given/poured out for you/many (cf. Mk 14: 24; Mt 26: 28; 
Lk 22: 19; 1 Cor 11: 24) and in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan 
Creed, the Ecumenical Fathers affirms their faith and that of 
the whole Church in Jesus who was crucified for us under 
Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried. The same Christ 
who gives himself on the Cross is the one who gives himself 
as food in the Eucharist. In a sense the, the suffering, 

                                                           
16 John Paul II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, On the Eucharist in its Relationship to 
the Church, (April 17, 2003), #11. See also Second Vatican Council, 
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium, 47 
17 Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 11 
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crucifixion and death of Jesus is Eucharistic and the Eucharist 
celebrates and calls to mind the suffering, death and 
resurrection of Christ (cf. 1 Cor 11: 26). 
 
Human Suffering in Africa in the Light of Christ’s 
Suffering and Death 
Reflecting on the meaning and significance of the suffering 
and death of Jesus Christ, Christians have down the centuries 
come to see in the suffering and death of Christ a model of 
Christian life, particularly of suffering and death. There are 
unmistakable instances of apostolic exhortations in the New 
Testament, urging believers to follow in the footstep of 
Christ. Writing to a Christian community experiencing some 
trials, including persecution, the author of First Letter of St. 
Peter urges them to imitate the example of Christ, who also 
suffered for them and left them an example to follow (cf. 1 Pt 
1:21). Again, the author of the Second Letter to Timothy 
assures him that if we die with Christ, then we will live with 
him, if we endure with him, we shall reign with him… (2 Tim 
2:11, 12). The recognition of Christ‘s suffering and death as a 
model of Christian living has led to the development of the 
theology and spirituality of the Cross. In fact, St. Paul will 
boast that the only gospel that he preaches is the Gospel of 
the Cross. In contemporary times, particularly with the 
sudden and wide diffusion of Pentecostalism, Catholics seem 
to have often distinguished their theology, as the theology of 
the Cross in contradistinction with the Gospel and Theology of 
Prosperity or the Cross-less Gospel and Theology preached by 
virtually all the self-anointed or self-ordained Pentecostal 
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pastors. Could it be that both theologies as conceived and 
preached within the African context stand at extreme 
opposites of a spectrum thereby rendering both somewhat 
problematic?  
 
Africans and the African continent burdened with extreme 
social poverty, disease, hunger, ignorance, exploitation, both 
from within and without, sudden and violent death, etc. is a 
dramatic emblem of suffering and death. It would appear 
then that given this scenario or context, the fourth article of 
the Apostles Creed: Jesus Christ suffered under Pontus Pilate, 
was crucified, died and was buried, would provide an excellent 
theological, homiletic, and catechetical hermeneutics for 
interpreting and dealing with the problem of suffering in 
Africa. And it does indeed! In Nigeria and perhaps the rest of 
Africa, the suffering and death of Christ has become, in the 
hands of many Catholic priests and religious, a Consolation 
Theology as a pastoral response to the extreme suffering of 
their flock. Furthermore, the Theology and Spirituality of 
Suffering, ostensibly rooted and derived from the Gospel of 
the Cross has increasingly become in many Catholic circles an 
apologetical and polemical response to Pentecostalism‘s 
Gospel of Prosperity. Rightly and soundly understood and 
articulated, the Theology of the Cross can indeed both serve 
as a Theology of Consolation and as an apologetics or polemics 
against Pentecostalism. But it does appear to me that the 
Theology and Spirituality of Suffering as conceived, 
interpreted and preached in many Catholic circles in Nigeria 
and perhaps the rest of Africa, are theologically dubious. Its 
dubiousness is rooted in a failure by some Catholic 
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theologians and pastors to make a critical distinction of the 
nature of suffering, particularly in the suffering and death of 
Jesus Christ. As earlier noted the suffering and death of 
Christ was not something imposed from without. It was not 
an inescapable fate which he merely had to endure helplessly. 
Although, he was described as being like a lamb led to the 
slaughter (cf. Isa 53: 7, Acts: 8:32; Jer 11: 19), yet this is not to 
say that he was constrained or compelled rather this imagery 
expresses his total and voluntary submission to the bitter fate 
that awaited him. Rather than express or signify weakness. 
helplessness and hopelessness, the symbol of the lamb quietly 
but steadily walking towards the slaughter house is a 
powerful symbol of his dignity, humility and absolute 
freedom in the face of impending death. The freedom and 
consciousness with which he embraced his suffering and 
death is evidenced in his constant reminder of his disciples 
that he will have to go to Jerusalem where he will be handed 
over to the elders and the chief priests and there, he will be 
rejected and eventually put to death (cf. Mt 16: 21-23 17: 22-
23; 20:17-19). The Evangelist Luke in fact tells us that: when 
the days drew near for him to be taken up to heaven he set his 
face to go to Jerusalem (Lk 9:51).These words of St. Luke recall 
or rather echo the words of Prophet Isaiah, ―For the Lord God 
helps me; therefore I have not been confounded; therefore I 
have set my face like a flint, and I know that I shall not be put 
to shame‖ (Isa 50: 7). With unflinching will and single 
mindedness of purpose, Jesus sets his face like a flint and 
walks to Jerusalem for the final confrontation with the 
powers of darkness. He could have asked his Father to send 
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him legions of angels to defend him (cf. Mt 26: 53) but he did 
not. He willingly submitted to the sufferings and death that 
awaited him even though he could have chosen to avoid 
them. And so, it is the foreknowledge, total freedom and love 
with which Jesus embraced his suffering and death; his 
suffering and dying for the unrighteous, including the very 
people that crucified him; and most importantly in order to 
redeem them from sin; and above all, being the only begotten 
Son of God, that marks out the suffering and death of Jesus 
from any other kind of suffering and death in human history. 
His, was, therefore, to become the Archetype and Pattern of 
all human suffering and death. An authentic Christian 
suffering and death must reflect or imitate the pattern of 
Christ‘s. Looking at the lives of some early Christians, 
especially St. Paul, and the early martyrs of the Church, one 
can trace the pattern and features of Christ‘s own suffering 
and death. Their suffering and in some cases death, were 
linked with the suffering and death of Christ for the sake of 
the kingdom. If St. Paul went hungry and homeless, it was 
not because he could not afford to have these, but he 
forewent them for the sake of the kingdom. It would, 
therefore, be dubious try to make a Christian faithful believe 
that his suffering. e.g. sufferings imposed by socio-cultural 
and politico-economic conditions is related to that of Christ 
and hence should be patiently borne. Such attempt will be 
trying to make sense or give credibility to a certain kind of 
suffering that shouldn‘t be rationalized or encouraged.  
 
But this is the theological reasoning or understanding behind 
a certain understanding of the theology and spirituality of 
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sublimation, an adjunct or corollary of a certain notion of 
―Christian‖ suffering. First used by Friedrich Nietzsche, but 
then brought into the field of psychology by Sigmund Freud, 
the latter in expounding his psychoanalytic theory of human 
sexuality, speaks of sublimation as the conscious 
transformation of low value or base feelings or action, e.g. 
libido, into a higher value action, artistic or intellectual 
pursuit. It is a process of deflection by which the instinct 
redirects itself from a less socially acceptable action to a 
higher one. In Catholic spirituality, particularly in the case of 
suffering, it is seeking to confer a higher value to a suffering 
without which the suffering lacks any purpose or sense. 
Thus, sublimation in Catholic spirituality could be said to 
serve as a psycho-religious approach to dealing with 
inescapable or supposedly inescapable sufferings. Weighed 
down by suffering, a Christian is asked to see and unite 
his/her suffering with the sufferings and death of Christ and 
or to offer it up to Christ as a way of co-participating in his 
suffering for the redemption of sinners. It is indeed a way of 
conferring a redemptive value to the human sufferings of 
Christ‘s disciples. Often, it is interpreted as a manner of 
heeding Christ‘s invitation to his disciples to pick up their 
own Crosses and come after him. Thus, a woman in an 
abusive marriage could, for instance, asked to unite her 
sufferings from domestic violence with that of Christ who 
also experienced violence in the hands of the Jews and 
Roman soldiers. She is urged, therefore, to bear it patiently as 
her Cross in union with Christ. 
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Understood and interpreted correctly within a proper 
context, sublimation is, indeed, an important Christian value. 
Besides the psycho-religious value, it has an important 
theological value insofar it confers meaning and significance 
to human suffering. Nevertheless, sublimated suffering 
remains a secondary and a less ideal or authentic kind of 
Christian suffering. In other words, it falls short of the true 
Christian suffering. It does not mirror closely the suffering of 
Christ. Sublimated suffering lacks that complete freedom that 
is essential to true Christian suffering. While true or the ideal 
Christian suffering is a conscious and free embrace of 
suffering, sublimated suffering chooses not to succumb to the 
hopelessness that could result from a suffering imposed on 
him/her by circumstance, i.e., it is a choice to interpret and 
live positively an imposed suffering. Here, there is an 
essential difference, though both may have the same 
qualitative value. There is an essential difference between a 
suffering resulting, e.g. from the refusal to renounce one‘s 
faith or the refusal to participant in a fraudulent act for 
reasons of one‘s Christian values, and a suffering from a 
terminal illness such as cancer. While in the former, one can 
avoid the suffering by choosing to renounce his/her faith by 
participating in the fraud, in the latter, the individual has no 
choice. He, however, can choose to live his terminal condition 
positively by sublimating his pains and sufferings or he can 
choose to live bitter by choosing not to see his suffering in the 
light of Christ‘s own pain and suffering. This latter, remains a 
second level choice regardless of the qualitative value of 
his/her positive choice.   
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It would appear, however, that the theology and spirituality 
of suffering, which in itself is an important Christian value, is 
oftentimes used indiscriminately to rationalize all forms of 
human sufferings. Such uncritical application of this theology 
presupposes that suffering is, in itself, essentially redemptive. 
It fails to take into cognizance the various types and kinds of 
suffering. Here one notices the failure or inability to make an 
important distinction between affirming that the way to 
salvation is the way of suffering and the way of suffering is the way 
to salvation. The former is orthodox and the latter is 
erroneous. One cannot attain salvation without going the way 
suffering, but the way of suffering does not necessarily make 
one attain salvation. This is a fundamental error of 
theologians and pastors who apply uncritically the 
spirituality of sublimative suffering. As already noted, this is 
very much discernible in some Catholic reactions to 
Pentecostalism‘s Prosperity Gospel. While Pentecostalism is 
certainly wrong in placing human material and earthly 
wellbeing at the core of the Christian Gospel, yet it cannot be 
denied that these are indeed important as man travels, here 
on earth towards his heavenly homeland. While 
Pentecostalism exaggerates their importance, some Catholics 
seem to ignore them. In his ministry, Jesus did neither. The 
fact that he healed the woman suffering from hemorrhage for 
18years, opened the eyes of the blind, made the lame walk, 
fed the hungry, etc. meant that these sufferings are not 
essential for salvation, yet he did invite each of these persons 
to pick up his/her Cross and come after him (cf. Mt 16: 24ff). 
Although he ―releases‖ them from one suffering, he 
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nevertheless invites them to embrace another suffering: the 
suffering that comes from confessing him as the Son of God 
and savior of the world. And so neither Pentecostalism‘s 
flight from suffering nor Catholicism‘s sublimation of 
suffering come close to the essential meaning of the Apostolic 
teaching that Christ suffered for us under Pontus Pilate, died, and 
was buried.  
 
And yet, the situation in our country, and indeed, our 
continent abound with several occasions or context for 
following the pattern of Christ‘s suffering and death. The 
Gospels are unambiguous that the suffering and death of 
Jesus is not unconnected with his regular brushes with the 
Pharisees, Scribes, Sadducees and chief priests in his repeated 
refusal to conform to their own contrived interpretation of 
God‘s relationship with his people. He not only challenged 
and even smashed their human traditions and categories (cf. 
Mt 12; 15; 23),  but offered the people a new and fresh vista 
for knowing, approaching and relating to God as Father in an 
intimate way (Mt: 21ff; . For this, these men of power, 
authority and influence plotted regularly to destroy him (cf. 
12: 14; 26: 1-5). The Gospel of Christ preached and lived 
uncompromisingly by the Church and her members, as Jesus 
himself preached and lived it, particularly in a context such 
as ours that is riddled with obscene corruption, injustice, 
ungodliness, etc. will surely  provoke similar plotting and 
intrigues that will eventually lead to suffering and perhaps 
death that parallel Jesus‘. The suffering and death that 
patterns Jesus‘ own is the fruit of an authentic Gospel life. 



CHAPTER FIVE: He Suffered under Pontus Pilate, was Crucified, Died and was Buried: 
A Catechetical Commentary on the Fourth Article of the Christian Faith 

 

 

95 

Jesus states this, in clear terms when he warned his disciples 
of the fate that awaits them (cf. Mt 24: 9, 10). 
 
 Conclusion 
The mystery of our faith as encapsulated in the Creed 
presents us with truths we must affirm if, in truth, we are to 
bear the name ―Christian.‖ But the affirmation of these truths 
lies, not in a mere mental assent or act of public verbalization 
or confession but rather in striving strenuously to incarnate 
them, that is, daily living them out. The mystery of Christ‘s 
suffering, death and burial which has been the object of our 
reflection and commentary in this essay, is a mystery that 
speaks to us Nigerians and Africans in a direct and personal 
way, given that our existential experience has, in the eyes of 
the rest of the world, particularly the Western world, made 
the word ―suffering‖ almost synonymous with Africa and 
Africans. But is our suffering the suffering of Christ? We have 
tried to demonstrate that our suffering is far from being the 
suffering that Christ calls his followers to embrace. While our 
sufferings may evoke or elicit sympathy and mercy, yet they 
lack the essential quality that makes it redemptive like the 
suffering of Christ. As we join the rest of the Catholic world 
to bring to close the Year of Faith, we must prolong our 
meditation on Jesus Christ who suffered for us under Pontus 
Pilate, died, and was buried. We must in humility continuing 
interrogate ourselves, as the Body of the crucified but risen 
Lord, to what degree we have contributed in provoking and 
exacerbating the unredemptive sufferings of our brothers and 
sisters by our refusal to embrace the redemptive sufferings of 
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Christ. But this Post Year of the Faith reflection is not only 
limited to the church in Nigeria and Africa but also to the rest 
of the churches across the globe. They too must pose and 
answer a similar question: to what degree has our refusal to 
embrace the redemptive sufferings of Christ helped to sustain 
and aggravate the unredemptive sufferings of our brothers 
and sisters in Africa and the rest of the world. Our profession 
of faith in Christ who suffered for us under Pontus Pilate, 
crucified, died and was buried, is not one that is meant to 
make of us Christians either hedonists, by way of an 
irrational flight from every idea of pain and suffering, or 
masochists, by grovelling in pain and suffering in the false 
assurance that the way of suffering is salvation. Our faith in 
Christ who suffered, was crucified, died and buried, rather 
teaches us that the way of salvation is suffering.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

He Descended into Hell. On the Third Day he Rose Again: 
A reflection on the Profession of Christian Faith. 

 
By 

Christopher O. Asamah, OMV 
St Helen‟s Ecclesiastical College, Rome 

 
Introduction  
The apostles‘ creed, in article 5, professes and teaches us that 
after the death of our Lord Jesus on Good Friday, he 
descended into hell and that after three days, on better still, 
on the third day, he rose again. This article of faith raises 
several questions needing some explanation and sound 
understanding, to avoid misinterpretation. It is not out of 
place therefore, in this year of faith, when the Church 
celebrates her faith to make efforts to examine what we 
profess as a community of Christians, and how this can help 
us appreciate better our faith. The centrality of article 5, is 
what this write-up intends to present with the hope to 
helping the reader of this write up, to have a deeper and 
clearer understanding of the article in question. Much of what 
would be done within this piece of work is centred on the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC). Hence, we shall try 
and make a concise journey through CCC, and how it 
presents to us article 5 of the creed, while at the same time 
making use of other materials in explaining what is contained 
already in CCC for some interpretations and better 
understanding.  
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Some basic questions 
It is important to present some questions which could be 
asked in relation to this article. What does it really to say He 
descended into hell? What is the meaning of this hell? What 
really happened in this descent into hell? What good does it 
make for Jesus Christ to have gone into hell? Again in regards 
to the resurrection, what do we really mean when we say he 
rose again? What does his resurrection mean for us today? 
And why do we have to have faith in and profess the 
resurrection?  
 
Lets us divide the article into two parts: the first part has it 
that after his death of the cross, ‗Jesus descended into Hell.‘ 
The second part professes that ‗on the third He rose again.‘ 
For a clearer presentation, we are going to journey through 
this article, by following the above division. 
 
Part 1: He descended into Hell 
This article comes after the article that treats the death and 
burial of Jesus Christ. One fact of this is that Jesus truly died 
and was buried. He died and was buried means that he truly 
shares the human condition of all humanity. In the words of 
John Paul II, ―In that condition of true man he experienced 
completely the lot of man, even to death, which is usually 
followed by  burial, at least in the religious and cultural 
world in which Jesus lived.‖1 Now, from the moment of his 
death on the cross, the article of faith, establishes it that, after 
                                                           
1 John Paul II, ―He Descended into Hell‖ General Audience, given on the 
January 11, 1989, 
(http://www.ewtn.com/library/PAPALDOC/JP890111.HTM), n. 1. 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/PAPALDOC/JP890111.HTM
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his death, the soul of Jesus was separated from his body. It 
was his human – yet to be glorified body that was buried. 
Why, the soul descended into hell. Jesus, ―like all men, 
experienced death and in his soul joined the others in the 
realm of the dead. But he descended there as Saviour, 
proclaiming the Good news to the spirits imprisoned there.‖2  
It is worthy of mention that, hell here means Hades Greek or 
Shoel in Hebrew: the realm of the physically dead, the grave. 
It does not mean Gehenna , the realm of the spiritually dead, 
the eternally dammed.‖3 This hell, is the experience of all 
those that have died before Christ, who were not condemned 
because they were just men and woman, but could not have 
experienced the effects of salvation before the actual sacrifice 
of the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. Benedict XVI, puts it 
thus that, ―This article ... asserts that Christ strode through 
the gate of our final loneliness, that in his passion he went 
down into the abyss of our abandonment. Where no voice can 
reach us any longer. Neither is the same any longer because 
there is life in the midst of death, because love dwells in it.‖4  
 
The church‘s understanding of the descending of Jesus Christ 
into hell flows from her understanding and interpretation of 
scriptures. Jesus was not abandoned to hades nor did he 
experience corruption (Acts 2:31). When he ascended up on 
high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men (Ps P8: 

                                                           
2 Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC),  n. 632. 
3 Peter J. Kreeft, Catholic Christianity, (San Francisco, Ignatius Press, 2001), 
p. 78. 
4 Benedict XVI, Credo for Today, (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2009), p. 90. 
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19; Eph 4: 8-10). Also, Paul depicts Jesus‘ descend into hell in 
Rom 10:7, when he asked ‗who will go down go down to the 
depths?, that is to bring Christ back from the dead.‘ 
 
The descending of Jesus into hell was not an act of 
punishment.5 Rather, his mission in hell was to extend the 
message of salvation, which was accomplished on the Cross 
to the holy souls still held there, and not to the damned, non 
to destroy the hell of damnation. 6  ―The descent into hell 
brings the Gospel message of salvation to complete 
fulfilment. This is the last phase of Jesus' messianic mission, a 
phase which is condensed in time but vast in its real 
significance: the spread of Christ's redemptive work to all 
men of all times and all places, for all who are saved have 
been made sharers in the redemption.‖7 By so doing, the days 
of silence that followed upon the death of Jesus Christ on the 
cross, where the moments of leading the holy Souls out of 
their hell, and to present to them the goodnews that they too, 
now have a share in his saving work of redemption.  
 
With John Paul II, we can say that: ―We can therefore say that 
the truth expressed by the Apostles' Creed in the words: "he 
descended into hell," confirms the reality of Christ's death. At 
the same time it proclaims the beginning of his glorification, 
and not only of Christ's glorification, but of all those who, by 

                                                           
5 Cf. Kenneth Baker, Fundamentals of Catholicism , vol 1, (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, 1982, 5th printing 1995), p. 69. 
6 Cf. CCC, n. 633. 
7 CCC, n.  634. 
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means of his redemptive sacrifice, have been prepared for 
sharing in his glory in the happiness of God's kingdom.‖8 
 
Part 2: On the third day he rose again. 
―The resurrection of Jesus is the crowning truth of our faith in 
Christ, a faith believed and lived as the central truth by the 
fist Christian community; handed on as fundamental by 
Tradition; established by the documents of the New 
Testament; and preached as an essential part of the Paschal 
mystery along with the cross.‖9 With the above assertions, we 
enter into the last part of article 5 of creed. The events of 
Easter morning, and the various confirmation of his risen 
body of Jesus Christ by the various episodes that followed: 
the presence of the empty tomb, the testimonies of the 
women, Peter, and the beloved disciple, the various 
appearances of Jesus, all come together to confirm and build 
the faith of the early followers of Jesus. However, we must 
also state too that, it was not an easy event for them to accept, 
at first. In fact, what we see in the experiences of the apostles 
and disciples in the early stages of the Resurrection shows 
that ―at least some of the disciples did not at once believe in 
the news of the Resurrection.‖10  
 
In his own goodness, and in a way to confirm the goodnews 
of the Resurrection, through the ―means of touch and sharing 
of a meal, the risen Jesus establishes direct contact with his 

                                                           
8 John Paul II, ―He Descended into Hell‖ General Audience, n. 8. 
9 CCC, n. 638. 
10 CCC, n. 643. 
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disciples. He invites them in this way to recognize that he is 
not a ghost and above all to verify that the risen body in 
which h appears to them is the same body that had been 
tortured and crucified, for it still bears the traces of his 
Passion.‖11 This risen body of the Lord, is not in this same 
condition as the one that walked the streets of Jerusalem, but 
―it is a glorious body, not limited by space and time but able 
to be present how and when he wills; for Christ‘s humanity 
can no longer be confined to earth, and belongs henceforth 
only to the Father‘s divine realm.‖12 This too confirms the 
reasons of his appearance in the guise of a gardener and in 
other forms, with the intention awakening in his disciples, 
faith in his resurrection.13  
 
Again, the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, was not a return to 
normal life, like those of Jarius‘ daughter (Matt 9:18-26) or 
Lazarus (John 11: 1-44) whom were brought back to life, by 
the actions of Jesus Christ. These cases where people who 
were brought back to normal life, and they were to die again 
like every other human person before or after them.14 The case 
of Jesus Christ is different; he did not rise to start living 
normal life again. ―In his risen body he passes from the state 
of death to another life beyond time and space.‖15 This means 
that, nature no longer conditioned the Risen body of Jesus 

                                                           
11 CCC, n. 646. 
12 CCC, n. 645. 
13 Cf. CCC, n.  645. 
14 Cf. CCC, n. 646. 
15 CCC, n. 646. 
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Christ. He no longer have to gone through the daily human 
experiences.  
 
The Resurrection of Jesus as a mystery is at the heart of the 
Christian faith. ―Although the Resurrection of Jesus was an 
historical event that could be verified by the sign of the empty 
tomb and by the reality of the apostles‘ encounters with the 
risen Christ, still it remains at the very heart of the mystery of 
faith as something that transcends and surpasses history.‖16 
 
The Resurrection also came about because of the actions of the 
Trinity. The Father raised the Son, through the power of the 
Holy Spirit.17 Scripture bears witness to the activity of the 
Trinity in the raising of the Son especially through St Paul‘s 
writings (Rom 1: 4; 4:24; 6: 4, 8:11; I Cor 6:14, Gal 1:1; Col 2:12) 
and also in several testimonies from acts of Apostles, we 
encounter in the preaching of the apostles how God raised 
Jesus from the dead (Acts 2:24, 32; 3:15,16; 4:10; 5:10). In 
addition to the above texts, we also hear from Jesus Christ his 
own role in his resurrection, when he announces that the Son 
of man will have to suffer much and die and then rise again 
(Mark 8:31; 10:23; Matt 16:21, Luke 9: 22). In another moment, 
Jesus would say that he has the power to lay down his life and 
the power to take it up again (John 10: 17-18). The evidences 
and the testimonies of the sacred scriptures, when put 
together, help us to comprehend better the active role in the 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ, by the Trinity. If there is one 

                                                           
16 CCC, n. 647. 
17 CCC, n. 648. 
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thing the Resurrection did to the followers of Jesus Christ is 
that is strengthened their faith. We should also understand 
that it was not because of the faith of the disciples of Jesus that 
brought forth the Resurrection, but rather their faith,  was 
born out of their experience of the risen Christ.18 
 
The importance of the resurrection... 
The starting point is that ―if Jesus Christ had not been raised 
then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain (I Cor 
15:14).‖ This statement of St. Paul begins the part of the CCC 
which treats the meaning and the significance of the 
resurrection, precisely number 651. The fact of the statement 
is so clear, what are we to preach if Jesus Christ had died like 
every other human person, and then the story ended that 
way? What is new to be crucified like he was anyway? What 
good does it make to preach about his death if it only ended 
there?  
 
Jesus would have been only a mere wise teacher like those 
before him, and many after him. But, the resurrection shaped 
it all –it is the Resurrection that became the first message of 
his followers, and the heart of their message: that this Jesus 
who was killed on the cross, is the same Jesus whom God has 
raised from the dead (Acts 2:23-24). ―The Resurrection above 
all constitutes the confirmation of all Christ's works and 
teachings. All truths, even those most inaccessible to human 
reason, find their justification if Christ by his Resurrection has 

                                                           
18 Peter J. Kreeft, Catholic Christianity, p, 79. 
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given the definitive proof of his divine authority, which he 
had promised.‖19  
 
The Resurrection is an important message in Christianity, 
because, it fulfils all the predictions of the both the Old 
Testament, and also those of Jesus himself about his death 
and Resurrection.20 All that the Old Testament anticipated: 
the liberation of the people of Israel, the eventual coming of 
the Messiah who would lead the people from all their sins, are 
fulfilled through the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
 
In the Resurrection, the truth of the Divinity of Jesus is 
confirmed. ―The Resurrection of the crucified one shows that 
he was truly "I AM", the Son of God and God himself.‖21 St 
Paul would also declare this truth to the Jews that: "What God 
promised to the fathers, this he has fulfilled to us their 
children by raising Jesus; as also it is written in the second 
psalm, 'You are my Son, today I have begotten you.‖22 Peter J. 
Kreeft, states it so beautifully that: ―Nothing more concretely 
and conclusively proves Christ‘s divinity than his 
Resurrection.  No one but God can conquer death. And so no 
one but the One who can conquer death can conquer sin. We 
cannot be saved by a dead Savoir. The difference the 

                                                           
19 CCC, n. 652. 
20 Cf. CCC, n. 652. 
21 CCC, n. 653. 
22 CCC, n. 653. 
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Resurrection makes is nothing less than this: our hope of 
salvation.‖23 
 
Through the Resurrection, we are able to share in the new life 
of the Risen Lord. ―The Paschal mystery has two aspects: by 
his death, Christ liberates us from sin; by his Resurrection, he 
opens for us the way to a new life. This new life is above all 
justification that reinstates us in God's grace, "so that as 
Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
we too might walk in newness of life." Justification consists in 
both victory over the death caused by sin and a new 
participation in grace. It brings about filial adoption so that 
men become Christ's brethren, as Jesus himself called his 
disciples after his Resurrection: "Go and tell my brethren."24 
Our adoption is not ―by by nature, but by the gift of grace, 
because that adoptive filiation gains us a real share in the life 
of the only Son, which was fully revealed in his 
Resurrection.‖25 What this implies for us is that, Jesus has 
raised us to a new relationship with himself, a relationship 
based upon the effects of the Paschal mystery of his death 
and Resurrection. Thus, through his Resurrection, he adopts 
us and makes us his brethrens, he who is the first-born from 
the dead (Col 1:18). 
 
The Resurrection of Jesus Christ is a preparation for our own 
resurrection. It does not make us brethrens alone, but it is 
also the foundation of all our future passage from this world 
                                                           
23 Peter J. Kreeft, Catholic Christianity, p. 80. 
24 CCC, n. 654. 
25 CCC, n. 654. 
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to the next. ―Christ's Resurrection - and the risen Christ 
himself is the principle and source of our future 
resurrection.‖ 26  This great mystery of the Resurrection of 
Jesus is a reason for the Christian people to live their lives in 
faith and with the sense of Christian hope, knowing that, in 
his Resurrection Christians anticipate their own Resurrection. 
The Resurrection of Jesus ―is more than a unique, completed 
event. It is an event which is open to the future; one indeed 
which opens the world to the future.... It is the prefiguration 
and the foreglimpse of that towards which the whole of 
creation looks, sighing and groaning in eager longing: the 
revelation of the freedom of the Children of God (cf. Rom 8: 
19ff), and the reign of freedom that is to come.‖27 For this 
very reason, we can say confidently, because of the merits of 
the Resurrection, both death and sin have been defeated. ―As 
Christ‘s death conquered sin for us, his Resurrection 
conquered death for us.‖28 
 
Conclusion 
By a way of concluding our journey through article 5, of the 
creed, we are brought face to face with a mystery that is 
beyond us. Yet, it is a mystery which shapes our human 
existence, and solidifies our faith, and all that we do as a 
people of faith. For the message of this article is a basic 
message, that in the crucified Christ, salvation was brought to 

                                                           
26 CCC, n. 655. 
27  Walter Kasper, Jesus The Christ, (Kent-New Jersey: Burns and 
Oates/Paulist Press, 1979), p. 154. 
28 Peter J. Kreeft, Catholic Christianity, p. 81. 
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all, and even to those who lived before him (confirmed 
through his descent into hell), and that through his 
Resurrection, the power of God, has defeated death. And 
also, because that Jesus Christ‘s story did not end in the tomb, 
but through the actions of the Trinity, he rose again in 
fulfilment of the scriptures. Hence, as a traditional Christian 
song puts it ―because he lives, we can face tomorrow‖ and we 
can now enter into a new relationship with God, who in 
Christ has reconciled the world to himself, and has freed us 
from the powers of sin and death, and transferred us into a 
new filial relationship, because Jesus Christ is our brother – 
the first born-from the dead, who lives now in our hearts in a 
whole new way, and awakens faith in us, through the power 
of his Resurrection, as he awakened faith in his disciples after 
his Resurrection.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 
He Ascended into Heaven and Sits at the Right Hand of 

God the Father Almighty 
 

By 
Eshidenang Solomon Ushie, OMV 

Francavilla de Sicilia, Rome 
 

Introduction 
This is one of the most neglected areas of Christian doctrine. 
Even though we, Catholics (along with all Christians) believe 
in the ascension of Christ, we tend not to think about it very 
much, at least when compared to the death and resurrection 
of our Lord. Although we would never say it this way, 
perhaps it doesn‘t seem quite as important to us. We know 
that Jesus died for our sins and rose from the dead for our 
salvation, and we know that we couldn‘t be saved without 
Good Friday or Easter Sunday. Where does the Ascension fit 
in? To many people it seems like an N.B. (Note  Bene) to the 
main message of the gospel—perhaps a convenient way for 
Christ to go back to heaven. But does it really matter today? 
And is it essential to our Christian faith? 
 
Scriptural Background 
We face certain difficulties when we consider the ascension of 
our Lord. The event itself is only briefly mentioned in Mark, 
Luke and Acts. By contrast both the crucifixion and the 
resurrection are described by all four gospel writers in detail. 
And because the event itself is so unusual, it is difficult for us 
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to visualize exactly what happened. Yet it is rare to find 
someone who doubts the ascension of Christ. Vigorous 
apologetic debates have raged around the resurrection, but 
the ascension is not a topic of much discussion. Perhaps most 
people don‘t think about it enough either to doubt it or to 
debate it. 
 
But a quick glance at church history tells us that there is more 
here than meets the eye. For one thing, every major Christian 
creed includes the ascension of Christ. You find it in the 
Apostles‘ Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian 
Creed. The liturgical calendar always includes Ascension 
Day—always on a Thursday—always 40 days after Easter. 
And both the event and doctrine behind it are highly biblical: 
*Luke 24:50-52 ―When he had led them out to the vicinity of 
Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed them. While he 
was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into 
heaven. Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem 
with great joy.‖ 
 
*Acts 1:9 ―After he said this, he was taken up before their 
very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.‖ 
 
*John 3:13 ―No one has ever gone into heaven except the one 
who came from heaven—the Son of Man.‖ 
 
*John 16:10 ―I am going to the Father, where you can see me 
no longer.‖ 
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*John 16:28 ―I came from the Father and entered the world; 
now I am leaving the world and going back to the Father.‖ 
 
*Ephesians 4:10 ―He who descended is the very one who 
ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the 
whole universe.‖ 
 
*I Timothy 3:16 ―He appeared in a body, was vindicated by 
the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the 
nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in 
glory.‖ 
 
*Hebrews 4:14 ―We have a great high priest who has gone 
through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God.‖ 
 
*Hebrews 7:24-26"Because Jesus lives forever, he has a 
permanent priesthood. Therefore he is able to save 
completely those who come to God through him, because he 
always lives to intercede for them. Such a high priest meets 
our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from 
sinners, exalted above the heavens.‖ 
 
*I Peter 3:21-22 ―Jesus Christ has gone into heaven and is at 
God‘s right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in 
submission to him.‖ 
 
There are many other verses that speak of Christ‘s exaltation 
at the Father‘s right hand in heaven, and what this truth 
means for believers. 
 



Eshidenang Solomon Ushie, OMV 
 

 

112 

Explanation (What does this event mean?) 
 The Creed gives as much space to the ascension as it does to 
the cross and to the resurrection. Perhaps we would have 
done it some other way, but the earliest Christians believed 
that the ascension stood on an equal basis with the events of 
Good Friday and Easter. This article of the creed answers 
some important questions: What happened to Jesus? And 
where did he go? 
 
He Ascended into Heaven 
We can state what we know about the event itself in very 
simple terms. While Jesus is speaking to his disciples in 
Bethany (several miles east of Jerusalem), he blesses them, 
and is taken up into heaven before their eyes. They were 
there, they saw it, it really happened. It was not a figment of 
their imagination or a dream or vision. Unlike the 
resurrection, which no one saw as it was happening, the 
disciples actually saw Jesus ascend into heaven. Both Luke 
and Acts say that Jesus was ―taken up‖ into heaven. The verb 
has the idea of being lifted straight up into the air. They saw 
him rise, then they saw him disappear into a cloud, then they 
didn‘t see him at all. Note that he ascended bodily—not as a 
spirit, but in his glorified body. The same body that was 
crucified, and the same body that was raised incorruptible, in 
that body our Lord ascended into heaven. 
 
What are we to make of this? When Jesus spoke to his 
disciples in the Upper Room, he emphasized that he was 
returning to his Father in heaven. John 16:28 says he left his 
Father to come to the earth, and now he leaves the earth to 
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return to his Father. We can summarize the life of our Lord 
this way: In Heaven; On Earth; In Heaven once again. 
 
By means of the ascension, Jesus‘ triumphant return to 
heaven signaled that the days of his suffering were over at 
last. No more crown of thorns. No more vicious insults. No 
more beatings. No more cruel scourging. No more crowds 
screaming for his blood. No more betrayal. No more 
mocking. No one now spits in his face. Never again will nails 
be driven through his hands and his feet. Never again will a 
spear be thrust into his side. Never again will he cry out, ―My 
God, My God, why have you forsaken me?‖ Never again will 
his mother weep as he dies. Never again will his dead body 
be taken down from a cross. Never again will he be prepared 
for burial. Never again will he spend the night in the tomb. 
Jesus has done all the ―Tomb Time‖ he‘s going to do. Death 
and the grave are behind him forever. Put away the whip, the 
hammer, the nails, and fold up the linen cloth. You won‘t 
need it anymore. He who suffered more than any man will 
suffer no more forever. 
 
Because Jesus has returned to heaven, he is now liberated 
from all time and space limitations.. As long as Jesus stayed 
on earth, he was bound by the limitations of time and space. 
As a man, he could only be in one place at one time. If he was 
in Ibadan, he couldn‘t be in Lagos. If he was in Lagos, he 
couldn‘t be in Abuja. If he was Abuja, he couldn‘t be in 
Kaduna. And if he was in Tokyo, he couldn‘t be in 
Johannesburg. Now that he has gone back to heaven, his 
words have literally come true: ―Surely I am with you 
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always, to the very end of the age‖ (Matthew 28:20). Perhaps 
this was the reason why St Luke tells us that the apostles 
went back to Jerusalem happy after the ascension (Lk 24:50-
53). How good to know that our Lord will never leave us. 
When we stumble, he is there. When we fall, he is there. 
When we feel his presence, he is there. When we think he has 
left us, he is there. When we doubt him, he is there. When we 
forget him, he is there. When we give in to temptation, he is 
there. Just when we need him most, Jesus is always there. But 
that can only be true because he ascended to heaven. 
 
He Sits at the Father‟s Right Hand 
In the ancient world, when a king wished to honor someone, 
he offered them a seat at his right hand. That seat was the 
highest seat, the greatest honor, and the supreme glory the 
king could confer on anyone. What does it mean to say that 
our Lord is now seated at the Father‘s right hand? First, it 
means he has a permanent place in heaven. When he 
returned in triumph, he was given a permanent place next to 
the Father‘s throne. Our Lord didn‘t have to search for a seat 
in heaven. When he arrived, there was a seat with his name 
on it (so to speak). That seat at the Father‘s right hand is his 
forever. 
 
Secondly, it means that his work of redemption is now 
complete. While he was on the earth, he spoke often of ―the 
work‖ of the Father (John 4:34; 9:4; 17:4). His work came to a 
climax when he hung on the cross, bearing the sins of the 
world. The Bible says that when he died, he became sin for us 
(II Corinthians 5:21). When he died, God poured out his 
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wrath on Jesus even though Jesus was perfect and pure and 
wholly innocent. But as the sinless substitute, he took the 
punishment I should have received so that I might go free. 
Just before he died, Christ shouted out, ―It is finished‖ (John 
19:30), which literally means ―paid in full.‖ The work was 
done; the debt was paid. I can never be charged with the guilt 
of my sins because Jesus paid it all. The ascension signifies 
that the Father has accepted the work of his Son. Since God 
has accepted Christ, nothing more can be added to what he 
did when he died on the cross and rose from the dead. 
Hebrews 10:11 reminds us that there were no chairs in the 
tabernacle because the priests were not allowed to sit down. 
They stood to perform their work because their work was 
never done. Every day the priest would kill another animal—
signifying that the price of sin had not yet been paid. But 
when Christ returned to heaven, he sat down because he had 
offered himself as the one sacrifice for sin forever. Thank 
God, Jesus is seated in heaven. 
 
Thirdly, it means he is now in the place of supreme and 
highest honor in the universe. God has exalted him and given 
him a name that is above every name (Philippians 2:9-11). At 
the name of Jesus every knee will bow and every tongue will 
one day confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God 
the Father 
 
By seating his Son at his right hand, the Father is saying to 
the world, ―My Son has been completely vindicated.‖ Now at 
last Jesus receives what he truly deserves—glory, laud and 
honor. 
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Implication (How does this event affect our life?) 
Hebrews 4:14-16 calls Christ a great high priest who has gone 
into heaven. Because he walked on earth with us, he knows 
what we are going through and he is able to sympathize with 
us in our struggles. Because he is now in heaven, he can help 
in all our troubles. When we go to the throne of grace, we 
don‘t have to worry about being turned away because Christ 
himself is there to meet us. He has grace to help in the time of 
need. In order to survive in today‘s world, you need some 
friends in high places—a man on the inside, someone who 
knows you and is willing to help you out.  
 
We‘ve got a Friend in heaven. We‘ve got a man on the inside 
who can help us out with all our problems. Think of it this 
way. When you‘re in trouble, you need two things: 1) 
Someone who cares about your problems, and 2) Someone 
who can help you out. If your friend cares but isn‘t in a 
position to help you, you‘ll get sympathy but no concrete 
help. If your friend could help you but doesn‘t care about 
your problem, well, that‘s like not having a friend at all. What 
you need is someone who cares and is in a position to make 
things happen for you. That‘s what Jesus is. 
 
I John 2:2 adds the encouraging truth that Christ is our 
attorney in heaven. He is our advocate who speaks to the 
Father in our defense. When the devil comes and makes a 
claim against us, Jesus speaks up on our behalf and pleads his 
own blood in our defense. The Father looks at the Son, sees 
his pierced hands, and says, ―Case dismissed.‖ Let me tell 
you the best part of this truth: He‘s never lost a case yet. No 
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matter how much money you pay an earthly lawyer, you can 
never be certain of the outcome of your case. So many things 
can happen in the courtroom that you can‘t control. Even the 
best lawyers lose now and then. But because Jesus has been 
exalted to the right hand of God the Father, he‘s in the place 
of highest authority in the universe. He never has to appeal a 
decision to the Supreme Court. He is the Supreme Court—
and he‘s there for you and me all the time. I‘m sure you‘ve 
heard the expression ―24-7"—it means 24 hours a day, 7 days 
a week. That‘s what Jesus is. He‘s our 24-7 advocate in 
heaven. We have One who always defends us, who defends 
us from the snares of devil, who defends us from ourselves 
and from our sins! we have this Advocate; let us not be afraid 
to turn to him to ask forgiveness, to ask for a blessing, to ask 
for mercy! He always pardons us, he is our Advocate: he 
always defends us! Don‘t forget this! 
 
When Jesus ascended into heaven, he took his glorified 
humanity with him. The physical body of Christ is now in 
heaven, which means that someday when we are raised from 
the dead, we won‘t be raised as spirits but as real people with 
our physical bodies glorified just like Jesus. He not only 
redeemed your soul, he also redeemed your body. If you are 
in Christ, you have His promise that your flesh will be 
renewed and gloriously raised in the resurrection. Then we 
all shall see him as he is, and we will be with him forever. The 
ascension guarantees our Christian destiny. Because he was 
raised, we too will be raised. Because he ascended, we too 
will ascend. Because he is in heaven, we will join him there 
someday. We will be where he is, and we know where he is 
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because he ascended into heaven. At the moment of death the 
children of God can be rest assured that the Christ who 
ascended bodily into heaven will take them to be with him—
and will one day raise their bodies immortal and 
incorruptible (I Corinthians 15:52-53).  
 
The Ascension of Jesus into heaven acquaints us with this 
deeply consoling reality on our journey : in Christ, true God 
and true man, our humanity was taken to God. Christ opened 
the path to us. He is like a roped guide climbing a mountain 
who, on reaching the summit, pulls us up to him and leads us 
to God. If we entrust our life to him, if we let ourselves be 
guided by him, we are certain to be in safe hands, in the 
hands of our Saviour, of our Advocate. This is what we mean 
when we say, ―He ascended into heaven and sits at the right 
hand of God the Father Almighty.‖ Amen 
 
Conclusion 
The Ascension does not point to Jesus‘ absence, but tells us 
that he is alive in our midst in a new way. He is no longer in a 
specific place in the world as he was before the Ascension. He 
is now in the lordship of God, present in every space and 
time, close to each one of us. In our life we are never alone: 
we have this Advocate who awaits us, who defends us. We 
are never alone: the Crucified and Risen Lord guides us. We 
have with us a multitude of brothers and sisters who, in 
silence and concealment, in their family life and at work, in 
their problems and hardships, in their joys and hopes, live 
faith daily and together with us bring the world the lordship 
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of God‘s love, in the Risen Jesus Christ, ascended into 
Heaven, our own Advocate who pleads for us.  
 
The ascent to heaven is necessary because Jesus has already 
died and risen from the dead with a glorified body. In 
conquering death he conquered fear of all the terrible 
consequences that we imagine can unfold if we don't get life 
quite right. Freedom from this fear amounts to freedom from 
temporal ultimatums—that is, the belief that salvation can 
happen within the world. The great temptation both in 
ancient Israel and in our contemporary world is to believe 
that we can truly solve the world's problems—perhaps with 
the next great invention, or the next great economic structure, 
or the next great medical discovery. Those things are great, 
and relieving human suffering is no small matter. But Jesus' 
ascension into heaven without solving the world's problems 
is a reminder that only God can truly save the world. Jesus 
does not commission the disciples to spread democracy, or 
distribute income more equally, or lobby for human rights: he 
ascends to heaven and tells them simply to witness. The fruits 
of that witness will come later. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
From thence he shall come again to Judge the 

Living and the Dead 
 

By 
Jude A. Ossai, O.S.A. 

St Augustine‟s Priory, Ibusa 
Delta State 

 
Introduction 
The Church believes that Jesus‘ coming into the world is 
twice. The ―first coming‖ took place at the Incarnation, that is, 
when Jesus took the flesh and was born of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary. The ―second coming‖ of Jesus is believed to be at the 
end of time. Jesus said, shortly before His death and 
resurrection, that he was going to prepare a place for His 
disciples and afterwards, come back to take them to be with 
Him: ―After I have gone and prepared a place for you, I shall 
come again and take you to me, so that where I am, you also 
may be‖ (John 14:3). St. Paul admonished the Thessalonians, 
saying: ―… as for us who are still alive, we will be brought 
along with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the celestial 
world. And we will be with the Lord forever (1Thes 4:17). 
 
This belief in the second coming of Christ found its way into 
the Apostles‘ Creed and the Nicene Creed. The Apostles‘ 
Creed says: ―He will come again to judge the living and the 
dead‖, while the Nicene Creed says ―He will come again in 
glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will 



Jude A. Ossai, O.S.A. 
 

 

122 

have no end‖1 Article One of Section Two, of the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church treats this teaching under the heading: 
―From thence He will come again to judge the living and the 
dead‖. This short essay is based on this section of the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church. Our attempt here is to 
explain this aspect of the teaching of the Church regarding 
what will happen at the end of our lives and at the parousia = 
the Second Coming of Christ.  
 
With the Incarnation and Paschal Mystery, the Kingdom of 
God was established. This Kingdom has to grow and mature 
till it is fully realized in the heavenly Kingdom. The Kingdom 
of God is represented in this world by the Church which was 
established by Christ. Christ remains the head of this Church. 
Between the Ascension of Jesus and His Second Coming, the 
Church will undergo many trials and persecution. As long as 
the Church remains faithful and committed to Christ, she will 
be victorious at the end. Those who refuse to follow the 
commandments and way of Christ will be condemned when 
He comes again. 
 
THE ANTICIPATION OF JESUS SECOND COMING 
After the Resurrection of Jesus from the dead, He ascended 
into heaven. Before the Ascension Jesus assured his disciples 
that He would come again to take to himself those who will 
remain faithful to him: He has gone to prepare a place for us 
so that when He comes back, he will take us to be with Him. 
                                                           
1  See Catechism of the Catholic Church. (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1994).  
No.197 
 



CHAPTER EIGHT: From thence he shall come again to Judge the Living and the Dead 
 

 

123 

St. Paul declares in 1Corinthians 15:24 that when the end 
comes Christ will deliver the kingdom of God to the Father. 
This has been the central faith of all Christians and the 
Catholic Church professes it in her creed. Jesus will come 
from heaven the second time, to judge both those who have 
long died and those who will be alive at his second coming. 
 
To say that Jesus will come again means that He has come 
before. The first coming of Jesus, as we noted at the 
introduction, was at the incarnation. That is, when he came 
and took the form of man and lived among us as Emmanuel. 
The ascension of Jesus after rising from the dead marks the 
separation between the first coming and the second coming 
of Jesus. This Ascension of Jesus to heaven signifies His 
participation in God‘s power and authority.2 
 
At the first coming, Jesus came to redeem man and set him on 
the path of life eternal. In his second coming, He will destroy 
death and everything that is opposed to God. Then 
everything will be subjected ―under His Feet‖ (1Cor 15:27-28) 
and the kingdom will be delivered by Christ to God the 
Father (1Cor 15:24). 
 
As Lord, Jesus is also the head of the Church, which is His 
body (Eph 1:22). Even though Christ has ascended into 
heaven He is also present in the Church whose Head He is. 
The kingdom of God is already present here on earth in 

                                                           
2  Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 668 
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mystery.3 What this means is that the kingdom of God is 
already established by Christ and in Christ, and like a 
mustard seed, it will grow to its fulfillment in the eternal 
kingdom which will be established by Christ at the end of 
time. 
 
Christ‘s kingdom already manifests itself through the signs 
that attend its proclamation by the Church.4 With the Church, 
the kingdom of God is ―already but not yet‖. This expression 
goes to emphasis the fact that we already begin to live the 
realities of the kingdom here on earth, even without reaching 
its fulfillment. This expression further establishes the 
important link and the continuity between the ―already‖ and 
the ―not yet‖. 
 
Although the reign of God is already present in the Church, 
nevertheless, it is yet to be fulfilled ―with power and great 
glory‖ by the second coming of Jesus Christ (cf. Luke 21:27; 
Matt 25:31). Until this final coming, the Church is still under 
attack by the evil powers even though they have been 
defeated definitively by the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.5 The Church still wears the mark of this world but she 
                                                           
3  Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 669. A mystery is a truth which we 
believe (to have been revealed by God) even without understanding. By 
nature, a mystery is incomprehensible to the human mind and reasoning 
ability. The kingdom of God is present in the world but we do not truly 
understand its existence. 
 
4 Cf.  Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 670 
 
5  See Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 671 
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is on a pilgrimage and a continuous journey towards the 
eternal kingdom. The Church groans and awaits the 
revelation of the sons of God (2Pt 3:13; Rom 8:19-23; 1Cor 
15:28).6  This is the reason why we pray, especially in the 
Eucharist (the Mass), that Christ should hasten His return: 
Maranatha! which means, ―Our Lord, come!‖ (1Cor 16:22; 
Rev.22:17, 20). 
 
The current time is the time of expectation and the time of 
waiting (Matt 25:1, 13; Mk 13:33-37; 1John 2:18; 4:3; 1Tim 4:1). 
As stated earlier, this our time is also the time of distress and 
trial (Acts 1:8; 1Cor 7:26; Eph 5:16; 1Pt 4:17).7 
 
Right from the Ascension of Christ, His coming in glory has 
been imminent (cf. Rev. 22:20) it means, therefore, that the 
second coming of Christ can be at any moment. The early 
Christians actually understood this ―imminent coming‖ quite 
literarily, to the effect and extent that some Christians did not 
want to be involved in any human endeavour. They thought 
and even believed that the Second Coming of Christ was only 
a matter of a few months or years. They eventually came to 
understand that the Second coming could be ―delayed‖ (cf. 
Matt 24:44; 1Thes 5:2; 2Thes 2:3-12). Even though this Second 

                                                                                                                                    
 
6 Second Vatican Council. Dogmatic Constitution on the Church,  Lumen 
Gentium, .No.48 
 
7 See Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 672 
 



Jude A. Ossai, O.S.A. 
 

 

126 

Coming is delayed, there is still a sense of urgency and 
suddenness to it. It will happen at any time, unexpectedly. 
 
Part of the reason for the delay in the Second coming of 
Christ is the opportunity God has given for the Jews to come 
to accept Jesus as the Messiah. 8  This opportunity of the 
―delay‖ is also extended to all human persons because God 
desires that He be all in all (Eph 4:13; 1Cor 15:28) and that all 
be saved. Since the Second Coming of Christ will coincide 
with the last judgment, this ―delay‖, that is, this interim 
period, is an opportunity for us to repent and consistently 
live virtuous lives. This is pertinent because at the second 
coming of Christ, everyone will give account of all his actions, 
good or bad. 
 
Before the send coming of Christ takes place the Church is 
destined to face final trial that will shake the faith of many 
believers (cf. Luke 18:8; Matt 24:12-14; John 15:19-20). Part of 
this trial is the proposal of fake solutions to human problems. 
The supreme form of this anticipated deception is that of the 
Antichrist. 9  Through the influence and activities of the 
Antichrist, man would glorify himself in place of God. These 
moments of persecution and deception are opportune 
moments for Christians to bear witness to their faith (cf. Luke 
21:12). 

                                                           
8 Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 674 
 
9 Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 675 
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This final moment of trial, persecution and deception shall be 
like the final Passover through which the Church shall enter 
into the glory of heaven. This victory shall not be gained 
through the power or historical triumph of the Church, but 
through the impregnable power of God almighty. 10  God‘s 
triumph shall take the form of the last judgment after the 
final events that shall mark the end of this passing world. Let 
us not turn our attention to the judgment that will hold at the 
end of time when Christ will come in glory. 
 
JUDGMENT OF THE LIVING AND THE DEAD 
The Creed says ―He will come to judge the living and the 
dead‖. Up to this point, we have been dealing with the 
analysis of the reign of God which will be fully realized after 
this passing world. Here we wish to focus on the events that 
will happen ―at the end of time‖. Both the Scriptures and the 
teachings of the Church stress that the Second Coming of 
Jesus shall coincide with the judgment of all our actions. The 
eternal destiny of all humans shall be decided at the time of 
Judgment. 
 
Jesus himself, following the teachings of the Prophets and of 
John the Baptist, announced the judgment of the Last Day, 
during His preaching (cf. Matt 3:7-12; see Dan 7:10; Mal 3:19; 
Joel 3-4).11 At the judgment shall the conducts and actions of 
all peoples be exposed. Those who did the will of God till the 

                                                           
10 Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 677 
 
11 Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 678 
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end shall receive life and praise, but those who did evil shall 
receive condemnation. At this judgment, Jesus shall say, ―as 
long as you did this to my brethren, you did it to me‖ (Matt 
25:40). 
 
Even though we cannot say exactly how the judgment will 
look like, the scriptures tell us clearly that the judgment will 
be real. Real in the sense that justice will be served. Those 
whose actions were in accord with the will and dictates of 
God will be commended and rewarded with eternal life; 
those who did not do the will of God will be condemned to 
eternal punishment. The book of Revelations graphically 
records how this judgment shall be and states that even those 
who have died shall be judged according to their works (Rev. 
20:11-15). 
 
Jesus is the Lord of eternal life and He has full right and 
power to judge the hearts and works of men.12 It is true that 
Jesus did not come to judge but to save and to give life. 
However, by rejecting His grace, one already judges Himself. 
This ―self judgment‖ is set in motion by our encounter with 
Christ who is truth Himself. One can therefore condemn or 
exonerate oneself at the judgment (cf. John 3:18; 12:48: Matt 
12:32; 1Cor 312-15; Heb 6:4-6; 10:26-31). 
 
 
 

                                                           
12 Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 679 
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THE NATURE OF THE JUDGMENT 
The basic question that disturbs the minds of people when it 
comes to the issue of the last judgment is ―what form(s) will 
the judgment of the after-life take‖? Armed with our judicial 
system and the practical experiences we have regarding 
settlement of disputes and meting out punishments, we get 
confused about how the judgment on the last day will look 
like.  
 
The Scriptures speak of God sitting on His throne and 
judging the world. Chapter 25 of the gospel of Matthew gives 
a graphic impression of God sitting down on a throne to 
separate sheep (good people) from goats (bad people): 
―When the Son of Man comes in his glory with all his angels, 
he will sit on his throne of glory. All the nations will be 
brought before him, and as a Shepherd separates the sheep 
from the goats so will he do with them, placing the sheep on 
his right and the goats on his left‖ (Matt 25:31-33). The same 
idea is stated by John in the book of Revelation (Rev 3:21; 
20:11). This highly anthropomorphic13 presentation of the last 
judgment makes one think and regard the last judgment 

                                                           
13 Anthropomorphism is the art of attributing qualities of human persons 
to God or of speaking about God and the Divine with human language 
and expression. For instance, when we say that God ―sits down‖ or ―takes 
a walk‖ we are only using human expressions to describe the actions of 
God who definitely does not possess legs or buttocks or hand like human 
beings do. God is Spirit – supreme spirit. Anthropomorphism is not 
wrong, all the same, because human beings can only use what they have 
and their human capabilities to  speak about God. Human beings cannot 
use divine language nor speak in divine terms. 
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exactly like the human judicial system. The truth is that no 
one can say exactly how it will look like. 
 
Another area of confusion is whether there will be only one 
judgment for each person or two judgments. Is it that each 
person receives his judgment immediately after death or that 
every person will be judged collectively on the last day? In 
other words, when we say that Jesus shall come to judge the 
living and the dead, what do we mean? Do we mean that He 
will come at the death of every person or that He will come at 
the end when both the living and the dead will be judged 
together?  
 
There is certain ambivalence and uncertainty in the Scripture 
regarding what happens to the person (soul) between death 
and final resurrection. On the one hand Scriptures refer to the 
dead as those who are asleep or have fallen asleep (1Cor 
15:18; Luke 8:52; 2Pt 3:4). Hans Schwarz notes that this sleep 
until the final day implies that they have not reached the final 
goal.14 
 
On the other hand, there are some texts in the Scripture that 
indicate that some kind of finality is reached with death. The 
case of the rich man and Lazarus indicates that both 
characters found their destination immediately after death: 
The rich man was rewarded with Hades while Lazarus was 
rewarded with abode in Abraham‘s Bosom (Luke 16:19-31). 

                                                           
14   Hans Schwarz, Eschatology. (Michigan/Cambridge, UK: William B 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000), p. 296. 
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They did not have to wait till the end of time because the rich 
man asked Abraham to send someone to warn his brother to 
behave better so that they would not join him in torments. 
 
Another indication of Judgment and reward immediately 
after death is the interaction between Jesus and the repentant 
thief on the cross (Luke 23:43). The statement by Jesus that 
―today you will be with me in paradise‖ points to the fact 
that one is rewarded immediately after death. Jesus also 
teaches the same thing in John 5:25, 28-29, when He says that 
the dead will hear the voice of God and rise, some to life and 
some to condemnation. 
 
The obvious question has been, if a certain form of finality or 
reward is reached at death, what really is going to happen on 
the last day when Jesus will come in all His glory, escorted by 
his angels to judge the world? Will the souls of the just go 
immediately to heaven and that of the unjust, to hell? If so, 
what will happen to the soul on the last day? This tension 
(but not contradiction) between the individual 
completion/judgment and collective completion/judgment 
of life and time continues and indeed, has to continue. This 
tension has made some Theologians, especially the Protestant 
ones, to adopt only one judgment, namely the final and 
collective judgment.15 

                                                           
15  See the thoughts and conclusions of Hans Schwarz in Ibid, pp. 296-301. 
It is important to note here that the Old Testament already anticipated 
this dual judgment. Wisdom 3 says that ―the souls of the virtuous are in 
the hands of God... In the eyes of the unwise, they did appear to die, but 
they are in peace... At the time of his coming they will shine like sparks 
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The Catholic Church teaches, nevertheless, that there will be 
two ―judgments‖ at the end of our lives here on earth – 
particular judgment and final/general judgment. 16  This 
teaching was already re-echoed in the Second Vatican 
Council in its document on the Church in the Modern 
world.17 
 
Particular Judgment 
There are difficulties in understanding the natures of the two 
judgments. However, the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
bases its teaching on the different Scriptural teachings on this 
issue. 

                                                                                                                                    
that run in the stubble. They will govern nations and rule over peoples. 
And the Lord will be their king forever‖ (Wis 3:1-8).  This indicates that 
the belief was already there that those who have died in the Lord already 
rest in peace in the presence of God. This emphasis on the ―virtuous‖ also 
shows the opposite, that is, that those who die ―unvirtuous‖ will not be in 
the hand of God and will not be at peace.  
16  Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 1021-1022; 1038-1041. Adopting 
only the general judgment and leaving off particular judgment, simply 
because it is difficult to explain, is not correct, in my view. The Catholic 
Church has shown more wisdom and fidelity to the Scriptures by 
adopting both views. We should not lose sight of the fact that one must 
not understand everything before one believes them. The fact that it is 
difficult to explain what actually happens to the soul between the first and 
the last judgment does not make it untruthful. Insisting on understanding 
before believing is actually an indication of lack of faith. 
 
 
17 Second Vatican Council. Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, No 17. 
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The New Testament primarily speaks of judgment in its 
aspects of the encounter with Christ at His second coming. 
The Scripture also affirms that each person will be rewarded 
immediately after death in accordance with his works and 
faith.18 The parable of the poor man and Lazarus and the 
episode where Jesus promised the repentant thief on the cross 
that he would be with Him in paradise, (as already explored 
above) and some other texts indicate that reward for our 
actions will be received immediately after death (cf. Luke 
16:22; 23:43; Matt 16:26; 2Cor 5:8; Phil 1:23; Heb 9:27; 12:23). 
Each person receives his eternal retribution at the moment of 
his death. Either one enters the blessedness of heaven 
through a purification (what we call purgatory) or 
immediately. On the other hand, immediate and everlasting 
damnation can also be meted out.19 In other words, one‘s fate 
is determined at death. This immediate reception of one‘s 
reward is what we call the first or particular judgment. This is 
different from the final and general judgment. 
 
The Final Judgment 
The Scriptures attest to the fact that there will be a final 
judgment at the end of time. This final judgment will be 
preceded by the resurrection of all the dead, both the just and 
the unjust (cf. Acts 24:15; 1Thes 4:16-17). At this moment all 
the dead will hear the voice of the Lord and arise from their 

                                                           
18 Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 1021. Pope Benedict XII taught  in 
his Benedictus Deus that there is judgment immediately after death. 
 
19 Catechism of the Catholic Church, No. 1022. 
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tombs. The good will rise to life while the bad will rise to 
condemnation and eternal death (see John 5:28-29; Matt 25:31, 
32, 46). As we stated earlier, this judgment will occur at the 
second coming of Christ and no one knows the day or the 
hour.  
 
There is still an unanswered question: If the soul of the 
righteous person goes to heaven when he dies and that of the 
ungodly person goes to hell, what will happen to the souls on 
the last day? Since the scripture speaks of the two forms and 
stages  of judgment, we can say, following the teachings of St. 
Paul that on the last day, each soul will assume a new 
spiritual body with which to be with God forever (1Cor 15:50-
57). One may follow the assertion of William Most that ―The 
general judgment at the end of time simply solemny confirms 
the particular judgment  of each one, with the difference that 
then the body as well as the soul will receive what is due to 
it.‖20  
 
CONCLUSION 
With the first coming of Christ, that is, his incarnation, public 
ministry of teaching and healing, etc, His death, resurrection 
and Ascension, Christians now know that there will be life 
after this life. In fact, Jesus, in the course of his teaching, made 
it clear that He would come again to take us with Him so that 
we can be with Him forever (John 14:1-3). Along with this 
promise was a warning that only those who follow His 

                                                           
20   William G. Most, ―Particular Judgment‖, in 
www.ewtn.com/faith/teachings/judga1.htm  

http://www.ewtn.com/faith/teachings/judga1.htm
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footsteps will enjoy the fulfilment of His promise. Yes, he will 
come to judge the living and the dead. 
 
By this Jesus made it clear that there is continuity between 
this present life and the life to come after the judgment. 
Whatever the flesh does will affect the situation of the soul on 
the last day. Even though this mortal body shall decay, 
another body that does not decay (cf. 1Cor 15) will be 
provided so that the soul will reap the fruit of its actions on 
earth. 
 
Now, all these things are certain. What is certainly not certain 
is the exact time this judgment will take place (cf. Matt 24; 
Luke 21). From the Catholic theological perspective we can 
say that neither the time of the particular judgment nor the 
general judgment is known by anybody. It means that the 
aspect of ―suddenness‖ is not removed by the certainty of it 
occurring.  
 
This calls for constant alertness and preparedness. The 
parable of the ten maidens brings out the importance of this 
vigilance. The evangelical call to all Christians is always to 
follow the teachings and commandments of God and not to 
be deceived by ideologies and philosophies that are inimical 
to God. During this interim period of waiting for the parousia, 
that is, the final appearing of Jesus Christ, we are encouraged 
to be vigilant so that the Antichrist and all forms of deception 
and persecution that are predicted by the Scriptures do not 
make us lose focus. We have to constantly be on the watch so 
that when Jesus shall come to judge the living and the dead, 
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we will be worthy of His Kingdom, whether dead or alive 
when He comes. 
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Dead 
 

By 
Pauldenis Chibuike Okoli, SMMM 

Holy Family Secondary School  
Osusu, Abia State 

Introduction 
Many people have marvelled at creation and rapture stories, 
becoming confused and amidst it, asking themselves 
rhetorical questions like ―where did the world emanate from? 
From where did this immense diversity of life originate from? When 
will the world come to an end? When will the rapture take place? 
What was there at the beginning and what will be there at the 
end1?‖ Human history began with the creation of man and 
woman in the image and likeness of God and will end with 
the final judgement of Christ. Often, these two poles of 
history are forgotten, but always come to the fore during 
times of difficulty stemming from existential predicaments 
like disasters, sickness, earthquakes, floods, wars and evil 
practices. These have left many pondering on where the 
world is actually treading to. Philosophers like Albert Camus 
based on the glaring predicaments concluded that life in itself 
is meaningless and worthless2.   
 

                                                           
1 S. Joseph Krempa, Captured Fire , USA: ( St. Pauls, 2008) p 38  
2 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, USA (Vintage Publishers: 1991) pg 
25.   
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As Catholics, we profess in the Creed that Jesus Christ ―will 
come again in glory to judge the living and the dead‖. The 
prospect of judgement which has influenced Christians in 
their daily living has presented itself as a criterion by which 
they order their present life, as a summon to their conscience, 
and at the same time as hope in God`s justice. In this write – 
up the issues that surround the second coming of our Lord 
Jesus Christ will be unfolded and insight into the challenges 
that awaits Christians on the second coming will be explored. 
 
Clarification of Terms 

1. Creed: The term creed refers to a simple statement of 
what an individual or organization believes in about a 
particular subject or topic. It is a coinage of Latin 
‗credo‘ which means, ―I believe‖. Creed defines the 
fundamental beliefs that provide the guilding 
principles of the individual or group existence. In 
Catholicism, Creeds are the attempts to summarize in 
formal statement, the basic or essential beliefs that are 
regarded as Truth3. 

 
2. Faith:  This is a supernatural gift of God which enables 

us to believe without doubting whatever God has 
revealed4. It is also a belief with strong conviction, firm 
belief in something for which there may be no tangible 
proof. This is also the first thing that is necessary for 
every Christian, without which no one is truly called a 

                                                           
3 „I believe‟ A little catholic Catechism , Spain:2009,  pg 67  
4 Tang Alex,  Understanding the Apostle‘s Creed, South Africa(Penguine 
Publisher: 2004)pg 188 
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faithful Christian. Faith brings about four good effects. 
The first is that through faith the soul is united to God, 
and by it there is between the soul and God a union 
akin to marriage. 

  
The second effect of faith is that eternal life is already begun 
in us; for eternal life is nothing else than knowing God. This 
knowledge of God begins here through faith, but it is 
perfected the future life when we shall know God as He is. 
Therefore, St. Paul says: ―Faith is the substance of things to be 
hoped for‖ (Heb 11:1). No one then can arrive at perfect 
happiness of heaven, which is the true knowledge of God, 
unless first he knows God through faith. 
 
The third good that comes from faith is that right direction 
which it gives to our present life. Now, in order that one live 
a good life, it is necessary that one knows what is necessary 
to live rightly; and if he depends for all this required 
knowledge on his own efforts alone, either he will never 
attain such knowledge, or if so, only after a long time. But 
faith teaches us all that is necessary to live a good life. It 
teaches us that there is one God who rewards good and 
punishes evil; that there is a life other than this one, and other 
like truths whereby we are attracted to live rightly and to 
avoid what is evil. 
 
The fourth effect of faith is that by it we overcome 
temptations. We know that every temptation is either from 
the world or the flesh or the devil. 
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3. Judgement: The idea of judgement makes us afraid; 
this is because we are ordinary mortals, afraid of 
standing before the face of God. In accordance with the 
steps of the prophets and John the Baptist, Jesus 
announced the judgement of the last day in his 
preaching ―then will the conduct of each one and the 
secrets of hearts be brought to light, then the culpable 
unbelief that counted the offer of God‘s grace as 
nothing is condemned. Our attitude about our 
neighbour will disclose acceptance or refusal of grace 
and divine love‖5. We shall be judged on our good and 
bad actions. We shall also be judged on how we used 
our freewill, whether in co-operating with God‘s grace, 
or resisting His grace. There is nothing more 
fundamental in our understanding of God‘s judgement 
than the fact that we have truly free will. It is so free 
that we can actually say, ‗No‘ to the will of the 
Almighty. However, we are free not only to choose the 
will of God, we are also free,  that is, we have the 
power to say, ‗Yes‘ to Gods grace thereby doing His 
will.  

 
4. Particular Judgement: In the Epistle to the Hebrews 

9:27, the writer says ―it is appointed to men to die 
once, and after that comes the judgement‖. This is the 
judgement that awaits those that died before the 
Parousia, they will be judged immediately at their 

                                                           
5 Aquinas Thomas ―The Apostles‘ Creed‖ New York (Pauline Publishers: 
1939)  pg 12 
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deaths. There are three possible outcomes to the 
particular judgement. Those whose love for God has 
been perfected in this life are taken staright to heaven, 
where they enjoy endless happiness in the face to face 
vision of God. Those who die in God‘s love but still 
love Him imperfectly must be purified in the 
intermediate state of purgatory. Those, however, who 
reject God‘s love by mortal sin and die without 
repenting, are condemned to everlasting toments of 
hell.    

 
5. General Judgement: This judgement means that all 

human beings from the dawn of history until the end 
of time will be judged by Christ Jesus when he comes 
on the last day of the world. This does not mean only 
passing negative judgment on sinners. It emphatically 
means the universal manifestation of God‘s mercy and 
of man‘s cooperation with divine grace. Consequently 
Christ will glorify the virtues of the saints no less than 
testify to the sinful conduct of the wicked. The 
consequences of human actions will also be a part of 
the general judgement. It is in the general judgement 
that our actions will be exposed to the whole world. 
The evil we have done will not be revealed to our 
humiliation, provided we have repented. 

 
Faith and Its Relevance in Christian Life 
The Year of Faith which was inaugurated on the fiftieth 
anniversary of the opening of the second Vatican Council. 
This move by the Catholic Church to commemorate this great 
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gathering implies that Vatican II was a council on faith, 
although it asked us to restore the primacy of God in Christ 
to the centre of our lives, both as a church and as individuals. 
The Holy Roman Catholic never takes issues on faith for 
granted, she knows that this great gift of God needs to be 
nourished and reinforced so that it can continue to guide her 
pilgrim way. 
 
In his encyclical letter, ‗Lumen Fidei‘ the Holy Father Francis 
1, gives us a new dimension to the mystery of faith whereby 
faith opens the way before us and accompanies our step 
through life issues. Faith is also seen as a light that 
illuminates the world, thereby dispensing the darkness that 
clouds the truth which is centered on Christ Jesus. Faith in his 
work is also seen as ―a leap in the dark, to be taken in the 
absence of light, driven by blind emotion or as a subjective 
light capable perhaps of warming the heart and bringing 
personal consolation...‖6 Through this understanding of faith 
we can infer that it transforms who ever has it, because in its 
absence, confusion creeps in thereby making it ―impossible to 
tell good from evil, or the road to our destination from other 
roads which take us in endless circles, going nowhere‖7. With 
the illumination which faith provides, Pope Francis illustrates 
that we begin to decipher between what is good and that 
which is evil, and through this knowledge which is open to 
us we become transformed positively to serve both God and 
neighbour efficiently.  

                                                           
6 Pope Francis I encyclical letter ―Lumen Fidei‖, Vatican:2013,  pg 5  
7 Pope Francis I encyclical letter ―Lumen Fidei‖, Vatican:2013,  pg 6  
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The illumination which emanates from our faith cannot come 
from us, but from a superior Being in a word, God. This is 
because ―faith is born out of an encounter with the living God 
who calls us and reveals his love, a love which precedes us 
and upon which we can lean for security and for building our 
lives8‖. In a thorough understanding of faith, we need to 
follow the route it has taken, the path trodden by believers 
before us, as witnessed first in the Old Testament through our 
father Abraham. He listened to God who spoke to him, He 
reveals himself as a God who speaks and calls His name. 
Abraham in his own does not see God but hears his voice. 
Faith hence, takes a personal aspect. God is not the God of a 
particular place or a deity linked to a specific sacred time, but 
the God of a person, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
capable of interacting with man and establishing a covenant 
with him. Faith thereby becomes our response to a God who 
engages us personally, a ‗thou‘ who calls us personally. 
 
In the faith of the Israelites we encountered the figure of 
Moses, the mediator. The people were not able to see the face 
of God; but Moses was granted such grace and through it he 
ministered to the Israelites the Lord‘s will, and with the ever-
constant presence of Moses the mediator in their midst, 
Isrealites learnt to journey together in God‘s unity. The 
individualistic act of faith which exists among people was 
thereby replaced by its communal counterpart, God through 
this change which faith brought called Israelites ―my first-
born son‖ cf. Ex 4:22. 

                                                           
8 Pope Francis I encyclical letter ―Lumen Fidei‖, Vatican:2013,  pg 7  
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Christian life in its new form is thereby centred on faith in 
Jesus Christ; because ―faith in Christ brings salvation9‖ It is 
this faith which is rooted in Christ Jesus that gift of love that 
transforms us from within, acting in us and through us. We 
believe in Jesus when we have our faith built on him. Our 
belief in Christ Jesus makes us to accept ―his word, his 
testimony, because he is truthful. We ‗believe in‘ Jesus when 
we personally welcome him into our lives and journey 
towards him, clinging to him in love and following in his 
footstep‖10 Though Christ is not simply the one with whom 
we are united precisely in order to believe11, we are not called 
just to follow Christ but to participate by grace in the divine 
life which he uniquely possesses by virtue of his divine 
nature. The Christian life which is exemplified in faith should 
be one which the practising Christian should be able to see 
with the eyes of Christ Jesus and share in his mind, his filial 
disposition, because he or she shares in his love, which is the 
spirit. Faith teaches us to act just like Jesus Christ and to 
represent him among our neighbours. We can achieve this 
mandate by allowing the light which he brings to illuminate 
through us others around us. 
 
Creed as the Summation of Christian Life 
The Apostles‘ Creed came about in the church as a faithful 
summary of the message handed down by the apostles. All 
those asked to make a statement of their faith at the time of 
                                                           
9 Pope Francis I encyclical letter ―Lumen Fidei‖, Vatican:2013,  pg 15 
10 Pope Francis I encyclical letter ―Lumen Fidei‖, Vatican:2013,  pg 19 
11 Pope Francis I encyclical letter ―Lumen Fidei‖, Vatican:2013,  pg 7 
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their baptism profess these words. All over the world 
Christians express their belonging to God the father, to Jesus 
Christ his Son and to the Holy Spirit in these same words. 
The Creed serves as the fundamental statement of our faith. 
As Christians we are made to understand and project our 
faith through our lifestyle. This is so because our faith sums 
up our life as Christians.  
 
Articles of the Creed 
According to St. Thomas Aquinas, the Creed which we 
profess is divided into twelve articles. They are what the 
Christians are expected to believe in, profess to and defend 
with great strength. The following are the articles of faith.‖5  
 
Article I ―I believe in one God, the Father the Almighty, 
Maker of Heaven and Earth‖ 
 
Article 2 ―And in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord‖ 
 
Article 3 ―Who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the 
Virgin Mary‖ 
 
Article 4 ―Suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died 
and was buried‖ 
 
Article 5 ―He descended to the underworld, the third day He 
arose again from the dead‖ 
 
Article 6 ―He ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand 
of God, the father Almighty‖. 
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Article 7 ―From thence He shall come to judge the living and 
the dead‖ 
 
Article 8 ―I believe in the Holy Spirit‖ 
 
Article 9 ―I believe in the Holy Catholic Church‖ 
 
Article 10 ―The communion of Saints, the forgiveness of Sins‖ 
 
Article 11 ―The Resurrection of the Body‖ 
 
Article 12  ―Life everlasting, Amen.‖ 
 

Though we have twelve articles of faith but this write-
up aims to focus primarily on the seventh Article of faith. 
 
The Seventh Article of Faith “From thence He shall come to 
judge, the living and the dead”  
 
The first disciples of Jesus Christ believed that their Lord will 
come again soon, even during their own lifetime. But this 
time no longer as a mortal man, who people might disbelieve 
or reject. But during this time he will return in the power and 
glory of God. In other words, no man will be able to 
challenge his authority or question his absolute power. For all 
will recognise that he is the one sent by God, the Messiah, the 
Saviour, the Judge, who will pass sentence with all the power 
of God, and so bring creation to perfection. 
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However, the Christians who in impatience hoped of the 
immediate coming of Christ Jesus became disappointed and 
thereby discovered that their impatience had given them 
wrong impression. They through this discovery understood 
that God‘s time cannot be measured in human terms. And so 
the truth of our lord‘s own words, foretelling his return, has 
become clearer: ―But as for that day or hour, nobody knows 
it, neither the angels of heaven, nor the son; no one but the 
Father‖12  
  
The first Christians also realised that with the ascension of 
Jesu a new age has begun—their age, and our age – the age of 
the Church. That is why they cannot remain standing there 
on the ―mountain top‖ gazing up into heaven after their 
Lord. Their mission is to go out to men, wherever and 
however they may live. Their mission is to the earth—to the 
very ends of the earth. Now it is up to them to make sure that 
the light that enlightens all men is not extinguished, but to 
spread it throughout the world. Now they must ensure that 
the hope rooted in Jesus Christ does not die, so that all may 
be able to cling in faith to the God who loves them. But it 
remains for God alone to decide when to bring the earth, 
which he created in the beginning, to its final perfection 
through the second coming of his son.     
 
Nevertheless, when the seventh article of faith says that Jesus 
will judge ―the living and the dead‖, it means that he will 
judge all men—past, present and future. No person will 

                                                           
12 New Jerusalem Bible Mark 13: 32 
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escape his judgement. Since all men are subject to sin13 (Rom 
5), they are all likewise subject to death14 (Rom 6.23). Some 
have interpreted ―the living‖ in the creed to mean those in a 
grace, and ―the dead‖ to mean those in sin. However, ―the 
living‖ can also mean those who are still on this earth at the 
time of the second coming. Since all men are subject to death, 
the most probable meaning is that they will die and be 
brought before the judgement seat of Christ in an instant. 
 
From the message content of the seventh article of faith, we 
can discover that the major issues that surround it are the 
second coming of Christ Jesus and the Final judgement. Let 
us now explore the mystery surrounding these aspects of this 
all important article of faith. 
 
The Second Coming of Christ Jesus 
Ever since the earliest times there have been, and still are, 
individuals and groups who claim to predict the end of the 
world and the date of our lord‘s second coming. They detect 
signs in the events of their own day which point, they think, 
to the ―end of the world‖ and they demand blind obedience 
of all who would be saved. Some of these sects cause great 
confusion. They have in many a time led people astray and 
also made people homeless based on their fruitless 
prophecies. 
 

                                                           
13 Rom 5 
14 Rom 6:23 
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But before the second coming of Christ is actualised it will be 
important for us to remember that it was the first coming of 
Christ Jesus through the incarnation. The first coming of 
Christ Jesus announced itself through the proclamatory 
message delivered to mankind through angel Gabriel. The 
message of incarnation recorded in the Gospel of St Luke 1:35 
were made possible through the yes ‗Fiat, ‘which the mother 
of Jesus pronounced. The Blessed Virgin Mary through her 
response ―let it be to me according to your word15‖ paved the 
way for the first coming of Christ.  
 
The first coming thereby implies the preparation which 
humans underwent for the second coming of Christ. Christ 
Jesus through his teachings, death, and resurrection restored 
man back to his former glory. Christ prepared mankind 
through his church, through her sacraments and her 
numerous teachings for his coming which is yet unknown. 
Through this form the church prepares her faithful through 
admonitions and administering of sacraments, so that they 
may be ready to accept the master when He comes again in 
his glory. She makes her faithful to continuously pray 
―Maranatha! Come lord Jesus16‖  Thus, the Catholic Church 
understands herself as a community which lives in 
communion with her Lord, while awaiting his return in glory 
and at the same time preparing his way before him, she 
wants her faithful to meet their master fully prepared and 

                                                           
15 „I believe‟ A little catholic Catechism , Spain:2009,  pg 68 
16 CCD  PG 186 



Pauldenis Chibuike Okoli, SMMM 
 

 

150 

ready, so as to inherit the kingdom prepared for the children 
of God. 
 
The Last Judgement    
Immediately after the trials, death and resurrection of Christ 
Jesus, the expectation of his coming began to set in. The gap 
which was experienced between his ministerial 
announcement and his imminent coming became a 
preparatory period for the pilgrim church and for all 
mankind. The thought of all began to be pushed towards the 
path of Judgement. 
 
The thought of judgement is not very congenial to us. The 
notion is mostly associated with criminal courts and 
wrongdoing of one sort or another. There in, this is a problem 
of deciding who is right and who is wrong, or who is guilty 
and who is innocent. But when it comes to our relationship 
with God we are especially apprehensive about the prospect 
of being judged by him. For ―all things are are naked and 
open to his eyes‖17, ―all the ways of men are open to his 
eyes18,‖ then ―the conduct of each one and the secrets of 
hearts be brought to light. Then the culpable unbelief that 
counted the offer of God‘s grace as nothing be condemned‖19 
The judgement of Christ Jesus will bring to light who has 
believed and lived the Gospel and who has not. The Gospel 
made it clear that the believer has already been judged 
favourably and so has nothing to fear from the judgement 
                                                           
17 Hebrew 4:13 
18 Prov 16:2 
19  Pg 188 CCD No 678 



CHAPTER NINE : From thence, He Shall Come to Judge the Living and the Dead 
 

 

151 

which he/she is expected to face on the last day ―on the 
judgment day at the end of the world, Christ will come in 
glory to achieve the definitive triumph of good over evil 
which, like the wheat and the tares, have grown up together 
in the course of history20‖. 
 
 
Challenges of the seventh article of faith on the Christians 

The seventh article of faith have the following as challenges 
to the Christians: 
 
1. Accept the truth of God’s intervention in the 

salvation history of man: 
 The acceptance of the first coming is an act of faith, though 
we were not there when it happened. The fact that we were 
not present when it happened does not warrant that we 
should be doubtful of that single act of God. Thomas a 
disciple of Christ Jesus doubted the resurrection message of 
Jesus by saying ―I won‘t believe it unless l see the nail 
wounds in his hands, put my fingers into them and place my 
hand into the wound in his side‖21. Jesus dispelling his doubt 
showed himself Thomas   ‗Blessed are those who believe 
without seeing me‘. We should always accept the truth of 
God‘s revelation, which invites us to accept the second 
coming as was implicated by the first. 
 
2. Readiness for the Particular and General judgment: 

                                                           
20 Pg 188 No 681 CCD 
21 John 20:24-29 
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We should be constantly in touch with the Lord Jesus Christ 
through His bride the church. The reason for this is because it 
is the church that gets us ready always to face our master at 
the seat of judgement. We should not be taken unaware 
because we have been given the opportunity to be 
transformed and be illuminated. Christians therefore must 
remain ever ready because the second coming is imminent. 
 
3. Life as a granted period of grace for the second 
coming: 
Christians should be able to see life as a period of grace 
granted by God which we enable us to get prepared for the 
second coming of our saviour and master Christ Jesus. They 
should be able to see the urgency to prepare for the second 
coming and judgment as an opportunity to meet the lord in 
his kingdom at the last day.  This can be achieved ―by living 
with the mind of Christ, Christians hasten the coming of the 
reign of God, ‗a kingdom of peace, justice and love‘. They do 
not, for all that, abandon their earthly tasks; faithful to their 
master, they fulfil them with uprightness, patience and love. 
The universal church should continuously pray for the dead, 
which is an act of love. While the living live their life in 
preparedness for their death and judgement, this article 
invites them to pray for those who have gone before us in 
marked with the faith. 
 
4. Consolation and Good News: 
It is also a goodnews and consolation to the suffering souls, 
that there will be a judgement which will grant reward to the 
trials they underwent while on earth. The second coming of 
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our lord Jesus Christ will also serve as an encouragement to 
committed souls who are carrying their cross and hoping  
that he will come again to make their joy complete.  
 
Conclusion 
The seventh article therefore, is a goodnews and a 
reassurance for the pilgrim weary Christians that God will 
one come to reward them. This invites them to see their 
suffering as transitory and thus to keep faith amidst their 
sufferings and confusions of life. The article is also a Gospel 
for repentance. It calls on Christians to be mindful of the life 
they live, to live in preparedness that Jesus will one day come 
to reward everyone according to their deed. Therefore, let us 
live in gratitude to God, for He is daily at work in us. At 
creation he created us in love, and from creation to the second 
coming/judgement his grace in the various sacraments and 
ministries of the Church continues to recreate us. Finally, at 
the second coming he will manifest his glory and dominion 
and as such our victory over world when we will finally 
triumph with Him. 
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CHAPTER TEN 
I Believe in the Holy Spirit 

 
By 

Edward Daniang Daleng, OSA 
Augustinianum, Rome 

 
Introduction  
As Christians, our life is a journey of faith. This begins from 
the day of our baptism, the incorporation into the life of Jesus 
Christ whose body we become and he makes us children of 
the Father through the gift of the Holy Spirit, reaching 
fullness in the life of the world to come. ―It begins with 
baptism, through which we can address God as Father, and it 
ends with the passage through death to eternal life, fruit of 
the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, whose will it was, by the 
gift of the Holy Spirit, to draw those who believe in him into 
his own glory.‖1Thus we enter into a personal relationship of 
communion with God and are united with all the faithful in 
the body of Christ, the Church. 
 
In the Creed we profess: ―I belief in the Holy Spirit‖. This 
sentence is a fundamental article of the Christian faith 
without which one will not understand nor believe in God 
who reveals himself in Jesus Christ. St. Paul writes: ―no one 
can say Jesus is Lord, except by the Holy Spirit.‖2 The belief 

                                                           
1BENEDICT XVI, PortaFidei-Motu proprio, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, Città 
del Vaticano, 2012, n. 1. 
21CORINTHIANS 12, 3. 
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in the Holy Spirit is at the core of the Christian faith and is 
central to Christian existence. The Holy Spirit prompts us to 
make an act of faith in God and to witness to Christ with 
courage. In the light of this, Benedict XVI proclaimed the year 
of faith to make us search deep into our belief in order to 
reinforce our understand of God and live it with unshakeable 
conviction that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the 
Father.  
 
In this piece, I do not intend to write on the theology of the 
Third Person of the Blessed Trinity but to reflect on the 
significance of the article of faith: ―I believe in the Holy 
Spirit‖ and its centrality for the revival of our faith. I shall 
proceed by looking at the Holy Spirit in the Godhead, the 
Holy Spirit in the history of salvation, the Holy Spirit in the 
Church today, and the Holy Spirit and the celebration of the 
year of faith: its implication for religious life in the Church in 
Nigeria. 
 

1. The Holy Spirit in the Mystery of the Holy Trinity 
Discussion on the Holy Spirit is intrinsically intertwined with 
the truth of God‘s self-communication. In the inner life of 
God, there exists a plurality of Persons. In other words, God 
is one but lives in communion of Three Persons: God the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Each of these Persons is 
unique in relation to the other. St. Augustine articulates that 
God is ―the Father of the Son, and the Son of the Father, and 
the Spirit of both Father and Son.‖3It is only within this 

                                                           
3ST. AUGUSTINE, On the Holy Trinity, XV, 23, 43 
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context of interpersonal relationship that the search to 
comprehend each of them and all of them becomes genuine 
and meaningful. Let us now narrow our attention to the Holy 
Spirit. Who then is the Holy Spirit? Is he distinct from the 
Father and the Son? 
 
It is not easy to carry out an investigation on the Holy Spirit 
for the understanding of his identity. The Old Testament 
speaks abundantly about the Spirit of God. At the beginning 
of creation, the sacred author affirms that the Spirit of God 
moves over the water as God creates the heaven and the 
earth.4Prophet Isaiah asks the people to ponder on God‘s 
omnipotent intervention in the universe. He questions: ―Who 
has directed the Spirit of the Lord?‖5 He also notes on the 
Holy Spirit against whom the people grumbled and 
opposed6. The mention of the Spirit in the above cited texts is 
in reference to the Lord himself. The Spirit, who is of the 
Lord, is also in communion with the Lord. He indeed is the 
Lord. Drawing insight from St. John‘s Gospel,7 St. Augustine 
makes an assertion that the Holy Spirit is God and, in like 
manner, God is Spirit.8The Spirit of God is identified with 
God. The mandate, containing the baptismal formula, that 
Jesus bequeathed to his disciples synthesises the basic truth 
of faith in the divine communion of the Three Persons.9The 

                                                           
4Cf. GENESIS 1, 2. 
5ISAIAH 40, 13 
6Cf. ISAIAH 63, 10. 
7Cf. JOHN 4, 24. 
8Cf. ST. AUGUSTINE,On the Holy Trinity, XV, 5,7 
9Cf. MATTHEW 28, 19-20; MARK 16, 15-16. 
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Holy Spirit is a subject with his own identity distinct from the 
Father and the Son, but at the same time one with them.Paul, 
in his missionary expedition in Ephesus, brought to the 
knowledge of the disciples the existence of the Holy Spirit 
whom he also conferred on them through the laying on of 
hands.10St. John the apostle dedicates special attention to the 
figure of the Holy Spirit which features prominently in his 
gospel as gift of the Father and the Son.11 
 
The Holy Spirit is the Third Person of the Godhead. The fact 
of being the Third does not imply a hierarchical order nor is it 
a question of being a subordinate; he is no less God neither is 
he inferior to the Father nor to the Son. The Holy Spirit is 
equal to the Father and the Son and Co-eternal to them in 
nature and communicates God‘s life as his own life. He is 
undoubtedly God for which he, the Father and the Son are 
one. St. Augustine makes a poignant consideration:  

―Wherefore let him who can understand the 
generation of the Son from the Father without 
time, understand also the procession of the Holy 
Spirit from both without time. And let him who 
can understand, in that which the Son says, As the 
Father has life in Himself, so has He given to the 
Son to have life in Himself, not that the Father 
gave life to the Son already existing without life, 
but that He so begot Him apart from time, that the 
life which the Father gave to the Son by begetting 

                                                           
10Cf. ACTS 19, 1-7. 
11 Cf. JOHN 14, 25-26; 15, 26-27; 16, 7-15 
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Him is co-eternal with the life of the Father who 
gave it: let him, I say, understand, that as the 
Father has in Himself that the Holy Spirit should 
proceed from Him, so has He given to the Son that 
the same Holy Spirit should proceed from Him, 
and be both apart from time: and that the Holy 
Spirit is so said to proceed from the Father as that 
it be understood that His proceeding also from the 
Son, is a property derived by the Son from the 
Father. For if the Son has of the Father whatever 
He has, then certainly He has of the Father, that 
the Holy Spirit proceeds also from Him.‖12 

The Holy Spirit exists without time and in equality with the 
Father and the Son. As such, he lives as God in dialogical 
communion of procession from the Father and the Son. The 
procession of the Holy Spirit from the Father and Son 
becomes the key for the proper understanding of his 
uniqueness within the Mystery of God in the unity of Three 
Persons. This brings us to the next point of our discussion. 
 

2. The Holy Spirit in the History of Salvation 
God discloses Himself in creation and particularly in human 
history to unfold his plan of salvation. The Holy Spirit, as a 
subject, has a specific mission in the fulfilment of God‘s 
redemptive work. God manifests himself in and through the 
Holy Spirit. The Nicene-Constantinopolitan formula of the 
Creed condenses this truth: ―I believe in the Holy Spirit, the 
Lord the giver of life who proceeds from the Father and Son. 

                                                           
12ST. AUGUSTINE,On the Holy Trinity, XV, 26, 47. 
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With the Father and the Son, he is worshipped and glorified. 
He had spoken through the prophets.‖ In this, we 
acknowledge and confess the Holy Spirit as the source of life 
from whom all creatures take their existence. Nevertheless, 
the Holy Spirit is not alone in giving life to all that comes into 
being. He operates in communion of togetherness with the 
Father and the Son. The Father creates the world and saves all 
therein through his Son.13 
 
In the first chapter of the book of Genesis, the Spirit of God is 
described as actively involved in creation.14Man is the climax 
of God‘s creation project. The first account of man‘s creation 
speaks of a dialogue in the inner divine life. God embarked 
on an intimate conversation within himself before bringing 
man to being: ―Let us make man in our image after our 
likeness.‖ 15  Here we encounter the idea of interpersonal 
relationship in the life of God, an insight into the diversity of 
Persons in One God. Could this affirmation not be a germ of 
reflection for the doctrine of the Mystery of the Holy 
Trinity?16 
 
The Spirit of God raised many great persons in the history of 
the Chosen People and acted in and through them so that 
God‘s covenant would be solidified in faithfulness and 

                                                           
13Cf. JOHN 1, 3. 
14Cf. GENESIS 1, 2. 
15GENESIS 1, 26. 
16Cf. JOHN PAUL II, Dominum et vivificantem, Encyclical Letter On the 
Holy Spirit in the Life of the Church and the World, Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, Città del Vaticano, 1986, n. 12 
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commitment. The Spirit of God inspired Joseph, the Patriarch, 
to be outstanding among others in his lifestyle. 17  In the 
critical history of the ancient people of the covenant, the 
Spirit of God acted in Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Aaron, 
Judges and Kings such as Joshua, Gideon, Deborah, Esther, 
Judith, Saul, David, etc. These eminent servants led the 
people on the right path to God. In difficult and trying 
moments the prophets encouraged the people to remain firm 
and hopeful in God‘s saving power. They also called on them 
not to deviate from the true God, source of life and of every 
good. The prophecy of the Lord through Ezekiel revived the 
bones from aridity by the power of God‘s breath.18The dry 
bones represent death, the separation of the people from the 
Lord. The divine breath, the Spirit, generates life, makes the 
people whole again and restores them to communion with 
the living God. The Spirit of God worked in and through 
prophets to bring deliverance and liberation from the 
bondage of sin and slavery, the fulfilment of God‘s promise 
to his people. 
 
The culmination of God‘s promise by the lips of his holy 
servants was made real in the human flesh, the Mystery of 
the Incarnation. The progression of the Spirit of God in the 
Old Testament attains fullness in the Mystery of Incarnation 
and the Paschal event. Vyes Congar highlights that the Spirit 
of God in the Old Testament era is inevitably linked up to 

                                                           
17Cf. GENESIS 41, 38. 
18 Cf.EZEKIEL 37, 1-14. 
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Jesus Christ, the fulfilment of that which the Law and 
Prophets represent.  

―In the Jewish Bible, the Breath‒Spirit of God is the 
action of God. Through that Breath‒Spirit, God 
reveals himself as active in animating and giving 
life at the level of what we call nature. Through the 
Breath‒Spirit too, God led his people and raised up 
for them heroes and strong warriors, kings and 
leaders (such as Moses and Joshua), prophets and 
finally wise men. The Messiah who had been 
proclaimed was to bring all these functions 
together in himself and raise them to a higher 
level.‖19 

God, in his Son, has become a man like us and dwells among 
us his people. The conception of the Son of God is the fruit of 
the divine power attested to by the reassuring message 
relayed by the angel Gabriel to Mary: ―The Holy Spirit will 
come upon you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called 
holy, the Son of God.‖20 The Holy Spirit, the power of the 
Lord Most High is the one absolutely responsible for the 
conception of the child in the womb of Mary; the pregnancy 
of Mary came about as a result of the dynamic force of the 
Holy Spirit for which the Child is called Holy just as God the 
Father and the Spirit are Holy. God, who created man in his 

                                                           
19VYES CONGAR, I Believe in the Holy Spirit, The Complete Three-Volume 
Work in One Volume, translated by David Smith, A Herder and Herder 
Book. The Crossroad Publishing Company, New York, 1997, 12 [Original 
French title: Je Crois en l‟Esprit Saint, Les Editions du Cerf, 1979-80]. 
20LUKE 1, 35. 
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own image and likeness, has in his Son taken up that likeness 
as man in every effect except sin. 
The Holy Spirit was present at the baptism of Jesus to whom 
he bore witness and a voice confirmed the divine Sonship of 
Jesus. The Holy Spirit led Jesus into the desert where he 
fasted for forty days and forty nights before he was tempted 
by the devil. Jesus exercised his ministry in relationship with 
the Father and the Holy Spirit. He gave up his Spirit at death 
but was raised to life by the Spirit of God. After his ascension, 
he poured forth the Holy Spirit on the disciples to continue 
his work of doing the will of the Father so that all may be 
saved and come to know the truth.21 
 
3. The Holy Spirit in the Church Today 
With the fulfilment of Jesus‘ promise to his disciples that he 
will send them the Holy Spirit, the Church came to birth. 
Prior to his ascension into heaven, Jesus had always assured 
his disciples that he would not leave them alone. ―I will pray 
the Father, and he will give you another Counsellor, to be 
with you forever. But the Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, whom 
the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, 
and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you.‖22 
The Holy Spirit to be sent is from the intimate communion of 
the Father and the Son. He is the gift of the Father and the 
Son and he also proceeds from both of them. He is the ever-
abiding presence of Jesus among the disciples, his living 

                                                           
21 Cf. 1TIMOTHY 2, 4. 
22JOHN 14, 16, 26. 
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memory that will teach them the truth and guide them in the 
ways of truth.  
On Pentecost day, a new phase in the salvation history began. 
From the initially closed and hidden assembly, the Holy 
Spirit reinvigorated and opened disciples to get out of their 
enclosure. They proclaimed Jesus Christ boldly in the 
multiplicity of languages that were comprehensible to the 
listeners. Many people came to believe and the Church 
expanded. The primitive Christian community was 
characterised by love and unity, fruits of the Holy Spirit. 
Many miraculous deeds were performed by the disciples in 
the name of the risen Christ. The perpetuity of the Holy Spirit 
keeps the Church alive and sustains her all through the ages. 
He guarantees in the Church the authentic interpretation and 
transmission of Jesus‘ teachings and life from generation to 
generation. 
 
The Second Vatican Ecumenical Council was an event that 
has marked a new impetus in the life of the Church as the 
Holy Spirit opened the Church to the awareness of herself 
and her mission to witness to the Unchangeable Truth in an 
ever changing world. Fresh air is respired in the Church as 
she imitates her founder in reaching out to all. Under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, she reflected on how to respond 
to the needs of man today by communicating the gospel in a 
comprehensible language yet without compromising the 
authentic content of the message. A new spirit of enthusiasm 
stimulates the faithful to be active too in the evangelisation. 
―The Spirit thus furthers the cause of the gospel. He 
encourages great initiatives to renew the Church, missions, 
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the emergence of new religious orders, great works of mind 
and heart. He inspires necessary reforms and prevents them 
from becoming merely external arrangements, so that they 
are able to lead to a new life according to the spirit of 
Jesus.‖23Many movements have come into being in order to 
testify to Christ with their particular charism for the 
edification of Church. Charismatic Movement, Focolari 
Movement, Communion and Liberation group, Neo-
catechumenate group, and many others are evident signs of 
the uninterrupted work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the 
Church. In their variety of expressions, they enrich the 
Church with their gifts in the proclamation of the Crucified 
and Risen Lord. All members of the Church are to be active in 
the evangelisation. Benedict XVI reminds us:  

―Through his love, Jesus Christ attracts to himself 
the people of every generation: in every age he 
convokes the Church, entrusting her with the 
proclamation of the Gospel by a mandate that is 
ever new. Today too, there is a need for stronger 
ecclesial commitment to new evangelization in 
order to rediscover the joy of believing and the 
enthusiasm for communicating the faith. In 
rediscovering his love day by day, the missionary 
commitment of believers attains force and vigour 
that can never fade away. Faith grows when it is 
lived as an experience of love received and when it 

                                                           
23VYES CONGAR, I Believe …, op. cit., 57. 
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is communicated as an experience of grace and 
joy.‖24 
 

4. The Holy Spirit and the Celebration of the Year of 
Faith: The Implication for Religious Life in the 
Nigerian Church 

The celebration of this year of faith coincides with the 
fiftieth anniversary of the great event of God‘s abundant 
blessings in the life of the Church and the world through the 
Second Vatican Ecumenical Council. It is not a moment of 
statistic evaluation of the Church‘s achievement over the 
course of this period. On the contrary, it is a time to be 
reawakened in faith and zeal, to return to God‒the fountain 
of life and renewal of faith‒for the discernment of His will in 
the life of the Church and each faithful for a witness in the 
world. John Paul II observes:―In our own age, then, we are 
called anew by the ever ancient and ever new faith of the 
Church, to draw near to the Holy Spirit as the giver of life.‖25 
The Holy Spirit unceasingly sanctifies and makes the Church 
ever young in vigour and strength and guides her to proclaim 
the Gospel to the end of the earth. He also nourishes her 
members through the Holy Eucharist, the Word of God and 
prayers.  
 
The Church in Nigeria is young, growing and vibrant. She is 
blessed with abundant vocations to the priesthood and the 
consecrated life thanks especially to the Irish missionaries 

                                                           
24BENEDICT XVI, Porta Fidei, n. 7. 
25JOHN PAUL II, Dominum et Vivificantem,  n. 2 
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who laboured tirelessly to sow the seed of the Gospel. Lay 
people live the faith with commitment and zeal. However, 
ethnic diversity characterises the Nigerian Church as evident 
in the various languages spoken by her members. This ethnic 
diversity, a wonderful expression of God‘s gift for the 
edification of the Church, is unfortunately not duly 
harmonised; it is often used as a divisive element to set a 
group of members against the others. Thus, ethnic affiliation 
is deeply entrenched in the Church as a mark of belonging 
over and above the water of baptism, true initiation into the 
body of Christ. Sadly enough, active participation in the life 
of the Church often seems to depend on ethnic belonging just 
like circumcision was retained necessary by some Christian 
converts of Jewish descent as a criterion for incorporation 
into the Christian fold and was forcefully imposed on the 
Gentiles.26Ethnicism is appealed to, promoted and defended 
even sometimes in the admission of candidates for religious 
life and priestly vocation, appointments (of ordained 
ministers and lay faithful) to leadership positions in the 
Church. This is an eloquent sign of a superficial faith and 
spiritual immaturity such that the faithful become easily 
―tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of‖27 
falsehood for personal ambition and vain glory. 
Discrimination, greed, selfishness, individual, group or ethnic 
interest and division are contrary to the Spirit of God; they 
breed competition, create unhealthy atmosphere and make 
the expression of our faith squalid. 

                                                           
26 Cf. GALATIANS 5, 1-12. 
27 EPHESIANS 4, 14. 
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For us, religious men and women, the call to witness becomes 
ever more urgent so that we may stand as catalysts of love 
and unity in order to overcome the division that characterises 
the Nigerian Catholic Church and the society in general. 
―Through the presence of the Holy Spirit, from her very 
beginnings, the Lord has always been present in the Church, 
lighting her way, flooding her with graces, giving her the 
strength to live his word ever more intensely and to carry out 
the mission of salvation as a sign of the unity of all with God 
and with each other.‖ 28  The recognition of our diversity 
informs us to appreciate our differences; it strengthens the 
awareness that by living disjointedly in fractured groups, 
each in his own cultural world without accepting others, we 
deprive ourselves of the multiple gifts of the Holy Spirit.29 
Irrespective of our differences, we are one in the body of 
Christ: unity in diversity. The Holy Spirit speaks every 
language. In addition, he makes every language meaningful, 
if the language does not pose a barrier, but is translated into 
an all-embracing communication of love inspired by faith in 
the One God who lives in Three Persons.  
 
Religious community life is inspired by the Trinitarian life 
and should be a reflection of it. It is a witness to authentic 
dialogue and communion by which distinction is not only 
appreciated and safeguarded, but is also harmonised as a 

                                                           
28CONGREGATION FOR INSTITUTES OF CONSECRATED AND 
SOCIETIES OF APOSTOLIC LIFE, Starting Afresh with Christ. A Renewed 
Commitment to Consecrated Life in the Third Millennium, Libreria Editrice 
Vaticano, Città del Vaticano, 2002, n. 2. 
29 Cf. 1CORINTHIANS 12, 4-31. 
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means of embracing others so as to complement that which is 
lacking.  

―Today, too, an openness and docility to the 
Spirit‘s action which is always new and creative is 
required. The Spirit alone can keep alive the 
freshness and authenticity of the beginnings while 
at the same time instilling the courage of 
interdependence and inventiveness needed to 
respond to the signs of time. We must therefore 
allow ourselves to be led by the Spirit to a 
constantly renewed discovery of God and of his 
Word, to a burning love for God and for humanity 
and to a new understanding of the charism which 
has been given.‖30 

A radical conversion, a spiritual rebirth, is indispensable 
to overcoming the cultural inflexibility that prevents us from 
seeing realities with the eyes of faith and living in 
communion with those who are not from our ethnic group. 
The Holy Spirit is a liberating force that breaks the cultural 
wall open and sets us free from the shackle of ethnic 
dungeon. The acceptance of others into our lives does not and 
will never deprive us of anything but will only enrich us and 
our culture because the Holy Spirit purifies every culture 
from putrid elements. The Holy Spirit unites us together in 
one mind and heart towards God31. He is the source of every 
unity from which peace, order and harmony spring and reign 

                                                           
30CONGREGATION FOR INSTITUTES OF CONSECRATED AND 
SOCIETIES OF APOSTOLIC LIFE, Starting Afresh with Christ,n. 20. 
31ORDER OF ST. AUGUSTINE,Rule and Constitutions. Text in Latin and 
English, Augustinian Curia General, Rome, 2008, n. 3. 
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supreme. Intake of candidates should not be based on ethnic 
sympathy or provenance. Rather it should be on the basis of 
true discernment and accompaniment rooted in listening to 
God‘s word and living according to the word.―God looks 
more to unity of spirit than unity of place.‖32 
 
The authentic living of the evangelical counsels as prophetic 
witness is a radical sign of contradiction in our world today. 
This underscores renunciation and total detachment from 
material things to follow Jesus. The heart is free and set 
wholly on Christ who did not jealously safeguard his divinity 
but emptied himself in order to make us rich with his divine 
life. The interior freedom to serve others by the sharing of 
who we are and what we have shapes our existence in the 
newness of life with Christ. This is a credible response to the 
incessant quest for wealth manifested in the endemic 
corruption that has taken root in the social, cultural, political 
and economic life of our country.  
 
In recent times, the fierce persecution of Christians in the 
northern part of the country is an increasing source of 
concern. Many Christians have been killed; some suffered 
and many more are constantly being subjected to 
discrimination and brutal treatments because of their faith. 
They live under the threat of death. This is a true test of faith! 
The firm adhesion to the cause of the Gospel entails a radical 
choice to sacrifice one‘s life. It is a call to martyrdom, to take 
up the cross daily and follow Christ. Followers of Christ 

                                                           
32Ibid, n. 28 
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cannot remain indifferent to the plight of those persecuted. 
Charity demands that we share in the sufferings and 
difficulties of these brothers and sisters through spiritual and 
material support. Benedict XVI‘s exhortation serves as an 
encouragement.  

―During this time we will need to keep our gaze 
fixed upon Jesus Christ, the ―pioneer and perfecter 
of our faith‖: in him, all the anguish and all the 
longing of the human heart find fulfilment. The joy 
of love, the answer to the drama of suffering and 
pain, the power of forgiveness in the face of an 
offence received and the victory of life over the 
emptiness of death: all this finds fulfilment in the 
mystery of his Incarnation, in his becoming man, 
in his sharing our human weakness so as to 
transform it by the power of his resurrection.‖33 
 

CONCLUSION 
God lavishes the Church with the abundance of the Holy 
Spirit for the revival and renewal of Christian life in order to 
bear witness to the unity of God in the unity of men. 
Although we live in a different epoch and culture, Christ‒the 
Gospel‒we proclaim is the same. The principal agent of our 
witness, the Holy Spirit, is also the same as was in the past 
and as will always be. This year of faith, as Pope Francis 
echoes in his first encyclical, is truly ―a time of grace which is 
helping us to sense the great joy of believing and to renew 
our wonder at the vast horizons which faith opens up, so as 

                                                           
33BENEDICT XVI, Porta Fidei, n. 13. 
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then to profess that faith in its unity and integrity, faithful to 
the memory of the Lord and sustained by his presence and by 
the working of the Holy Spirit.‖34 
 
The Church is not an association of people founded on 
common cultural identity and interest to be protected and 
promoted for the exclusion of others. Rather she is 
universally the living expression of God‘s love in Jesus Christ 
through the Holy Spirit. This should make us live in the 
awareness of God‘s redemption for us and to strive to be 
more like God in the manifestation of love towards others 
even enemies. Evangelisation strategy also consists in the 
emphasis on how to consolidate the faith, to deepen its 
content, to reaffirm our conviction in the God of our Lord 
Jesus Christ who is ever present through the Holy Spirit that 
keeps us alive. The faithful are to be properly enlightened on 
the baptismal commitment in order to appreciate our dignity 
as adopted children of the God the Father irrespective of the 
pluralistic nature of our land with its complexity of problems. 
Our cultural variety is given by the divine Spirit that hovers 
over nature right from the beginning of creation for the 
continuation of the redemptive plan. To harness from this 
diversity, our hearts need to be open to the transforming 
power of the Spirit so that we can live the experience of true 
renewal, rise above the idolatry of the pursuit of wealth, our 
selfish ethnic interest and clique syndrome and let Christ be 
alive in us for the glory of God and the salvation of souls.
                                                           
34FRANCIS, Lumen fidei, EncyclicalLetter onFaith, Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, Città del Vaticano, 2013, n. 5 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
I Believe In the Holy Catholic Church:  The Significance, 

Scope and Richness of an Article of Faith  
 

By  
 Oseni  J. Ogunu, OMV 

Lanteri Oblate Seminary, Bodija, Ibadan 
 

We should commit ourselves – clergy, religious 
and laity – to a careful reading and study of the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church. Pastors, in 
particular, should endeavour to lead the faithful 
entrusted to their care through this contemporary 
treasury of Catholic teaching on faith and morals. 
On our part as Bishops, we shall pursue 
vigorously during these years, with the 
collaboration of relevant experts, our urgent task 
to make this catechism available and accessible to 
our people.1  
 

Introduction 
An essential part of the Catechism of the Catholic  Church 
(CCC) is the Creed, the profession of the Christian Faith. In 
exposing  the articles of the Creed, the    CCC   is rooted in  
biblical and patristic sources, draws from  the teachings of the 
Magisterium, especially from the documents of Vatican 

                                                           
1 CBCN, The Lord‟s Year of Favour. Pastoral message towards the  Jubilee 
Year 2000 (1996), in:  The African Enchiridion: Documents  and Texts of the 
Catholic Church in the African World, Collected and Edited by Oseni 
Ogunu, vol.4,  (Bologna: 2008), Document 1087, pg.2935 
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Council II and post-Conciliar documents, and from the 
writings of Saints.   The following reflection  focuses on that 
part of the Creed which says: ―I believe in the Holy Catholic 
Church, the Communion of Saints‖,  as presented in the CCC, 
Part 1, Section Two, nn.748-975. This presentation   tries to 
follow the CCC  closely in order  to  allow the text to as much 
as possible speak for itself,  taking into account as well the 
pertinent documents of Vatican Council II   on which  the 
mentioned section of the CCC is based or which further 
elucidates its teachings2 .  The intent  here is   to simply 
present what  the CCC  teaches on the topic,  what  the article 
of the Creed in question signifies and implies  in a  simple yet 
comprehensive  way so as to make clearer the  scope, depth 
and richness of this article of faith we profess. 
This presentation  discusses the following points: 

1. The Church reflects the light of Christ 
2. The Church is  the People of God, the Family of God 
3. The Marks (Characteristics) of the Church 
4. Christ‘s Faithful: Members of the Family of God 
5. The Communion of Saints 
6. Mary: Mother of Christ, Mother of the Church 
 
1. THE CHURCH REFLECTS THE LIGHT OF CHRIST  

"Christ is the light of humanity; and it is, accordingly, 
the heart-felt desire of this sacred Council, being 
gathered together in the Holy Spirit, that, by 
proclaiming his Gospel to every creature, it may bring 

                                                           
2  Another helpful sources are: USCCB, The Adult Catechism of the Catholic  
Church; Franco Pierini, S.S.P., Catechism of Vatican II,   St. Paul 
Publications, Staten Island, New York, 1967 
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to all men that light of Christ which shines out visibly 
from the Church."  (...) The Church has no other light 
than Christ's‖ (LG, 1; CCC, n.748).  
 To grasp this, we must keep in mind an 
understanding of the Church as a mystery, the 
significance of the word ―church‖, her origin and 
mission, the church as the sacrament of salvation.  
 

1.1.The Church as Mystery 
―The Church is essentially both human and divine, 
visible but endowed with invisible realities, zealous in 
action and dedicated to contemplation, present in the 
world, but as a pilgrim (...)‖.  (CCC,  n.771, citing 
Vatican Council II,   Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy,  [Sacrosanctum Concilium, SC], n.2). 
  The  Church is a holy  mystery because she has her  
origin in the  Holy Trinity and her mission to be the 
Sacrament of Salvation (that is, the sign and 
instrument of God‘s plan to unite all things  under 
Christ).  The Holy Trinity brought the Church into 
being.  The Father called  the Church into existence. 
The  Son founded the Church. The Holy Spirit filled 
the Church  with power wisdom at Pentecost.  The 
Holy  Trinity abides with the Church always, in a 
creative and providential way. 
 
Empowered by the Holy Spirit, the Church brings 
Christ‘s salvation to the world.  The Church is the 
instrument of  God‘s universal call to holiness.  At the 
same time,  the Church is made up of a sinful people. 
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However, notwithstanding the personal sinfulness of 
her members, the Church remains holy by the 
presence of  Jesus and the Holy Spirit who permeates 
her.   
 
The Church founded by Jesus Christ is in history  but 
at the same time she transcends it.  The  Church is both 
a visible and a spiritual. It is only  faith   can one  see  
the Church in her visible reality and in her spiritual  
reality  as bearer of divine life. "The one mediator, 
Christ, established and ever sustains  the Church, the 
community of faith, hope, and charity, as a visible 
organization through which he communicates truth 
and grace to all men."   The Church is, 
contemporaneously:   
 
(a) a  society structured with hierarchical organs and 

the mystical body of Christ; 
 (b)  the visible society and the spiritual community; 
 (c) the earthly Church and the Church endowed with 

heavenly riches.   
These dimensions together constitute "one complex reality 
which comes together from a human and a divine element" 
(LG, 8; CCC, n.771).  
 

1.2. The Meanings and Images of    Church  
The word ―church‖ is used in various senses;  different 
images are used to indicate the  nature and  aim of the 
Church.  An appreciation of the meaning and figures 
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of the  Church  helps to  understand  her identity and 
mission.  
 
1.2.1  The  Meanings 

  The word "Church"  (Latin ecclesia) is a translation of  biblical 
words: the Hebrew word qahal, and  the Greek  ekklesia  ( or: 
ek-ka-lein,  to "call out of") means a convocation or an 
assembly of a people or community. It signifies  the 
assemblies of the people, usually for a religious purpose.  It 
was first used   for the assembly of the people of Israel whom 
God called into existence,   above all for their assembly on 
Mount Sinai, where Israel received the Law and was 
established by God as his holy people. The Church, the  
community of  first Christian believers, is also called  into 
existence by God. It is Christ who  purchased her and with 
his own blood (cf. Acts. 20:28); he has filled her with his  
Spirit; he has provided  means adapted to her visible and 
social union. In the Church, God is "calling together" his 
people from all the ends of the earth.  Responding to the  
proclamation of the Gospel begun by the Apostles, men and 
women embrace God‘s gifts of faith; through baptism   they 
also become  members of the community of the Church. 
 
 The equivalent Greek term Kyriake, from which the English 
word Church and the German Kirche are derived, means 
"what belongs to the Lord."  The word church  means  the 
people gathered by God into one Community, guided today  
by the bishops, who are the successors of the  Apostles and 
whose head is the Bishop of Rome, the Pope.  The term church  
also signifies specific communities called dioceses.  It also 
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refers to the buildings where the faithful gather for the 
Sacraments, especially the Eucharist;  The word  Church 
applies to families, who are called domestic churches. 
 
  In Christian usage, the word "church"  refers to the liturgical 
assembly,  but also the local community  or the whole 
universal community of believers. These three meanings are 
inseparable. "The Church" is the People, the Family,  that God 
gathers in the whole world. She exists in local communities 
and is made real as a liturgical, above all a Eucharistic, 
assembly. She draws her life from the word and the Body of 
Christ and so herself becomes Christ's Body. 
 
1.2.2 Symbols or Images of the Church 
  In the Scriptures, through many interrelated images and 
figures the Revelation speaks of the inexhaustible mystery of 
the Church. The images taken from  the Old Testament  are 
variations on a profound theme: the People of God, the 
Family of God.  In the New Testament, all these images find a 
new centre because Christ has become the head of this 
people, which henceforth is his Body.  Around this centre are 
grouped images taken "from the life of the shepherd or from 
cultivation of the land, from the art of building or from family 
life and marriage."(LG 6). 
 
Thus,  the Church is presented and seen  as: 

- a sheepfold and a flock:  she is the sole and necessary 
gateway to which is Christ. It is also the flock of which 
God himself  would be the shepherd, and whose 
sheep,  though governed by human shepherds, are 
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unfailingly nourished and led by Christ himself, the 
Good Shepherd (CCC, n.754), who gave his life for his 
sheep (cf. Jn. 10:11-16) . 

-  
-  A cultivated field: the tillage of God on that land the 

ancient olive tree grows whose holy roots were the 
prophets and in which the reconciliation of Jews and 
Gentiles was, and will   again be brought about ( Rm. 
11: 13-16).  That land, like the  choice vineyard, was 
planted by the heavenly cultivator (Mt.21:33-43; cf 
Is.5:1f). However,  the true vine is Christ, who gives  
life and fruitfulness to the branches, i.e.,  to us, who  
through the Church remain in Christ, without whom 
we can do nothing (Jn 15: 1-5). (CCC, n.755). 

-  
- The  building of God (1 Cor. 3:9): The  Lord compared 

himself to the stone which the builders rejected, but 
which was made into the corner-stone (Mt.21:42). On 
this foundation the Church is built by the apostles and 
from it the Church receives solidity and unity. This 
edifice has many names to describe it, for instance, the 
house of God in which his family dwells, the household of 
God in the Spirit, the dwelling-place of God among men 
and, especially, the holy temple  (CCC, n.756). This 
temple which is symbolized in places of worship built 
out of stones is praised by the Church Fathers and is 
compared in the Liturgy to the Holy City, the New 
Jerusalem. As living stones we, here on earth are built 
into it ( I Pt. 2:5). 
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- The spouse: The Church, which is called  ―that 
Jerusalem which is above‖ and  ―our mother‖ , is 
described as the spotless spouse of the spotless lamb. It 
is she whom Christ ―loved and for whom he delivered 
himself up that he might sanctify her‖ (Eph.5:26). It is 
she whom he unites to himself by an unbreakable 
alliance, and whom he constantly ―nourishes and 
cherishes‖  (CCC, n.757). It is she whom, once purified, 
he willed to be joined to himself, subject in love and 
fidelity (cf. Eph.5:24); it is she whom, finally, he filled 
with heavenly gifts for all eternity in order that we 
may know  the love of God and  of Christ for us. 

-  
1.3.Origin, Foundation and Mission of the Church 

How did the Church  come to be?. What is her mission? 
Simply put, the Church has her origin  rooted in the 
Holy  Trinity, in God the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit. The CCC explains how this is so. 
 

1.3.1. The Church Planned  by God the Father 
  The eternal Father, in his wisdom and goodness, created 
the  universe and chose to raise up men and women, and 
called them to  share in his own divine life in his Son, 
Jesus.  God the Father called together in a holy Church 
those who should believe in Christ. This Church was 
prepared in marvellous fashion in the history of the 
people of Israel and the old Alliance.  
 
From the beginning, this Church was part of God‘s plan 
for sharing his divine life with all people. The ―People of 
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God‖ underwent a gradual formation and took shape  
during the stages of human history through a series of 
events that are described in the Old  Testament.  Among 
these events are, for instance,: God‘s covenant with 
Abraham as the father of a great people; the liberation of 
ancient Israel from slavery  in Egypt and their 
establishment in the Promised Land; their solidification as 
a nation through the kingship of David. Established in this 
last age of the world and made manifest in the outpouring 
of the Spirit, it will be brought to glorious completion at 
the end of time (CCC, n.759).  For the Early Christians, 
"The world was created for the sake of the Church."  God 
created the world for the sake of communion with his 
divine life.  
 
1.3.2. The Church Founded by Jesus Christ 
 The task of Jesus, Son of God, was to accomplish the 
Father's plan of salvation in the fullness of time. Its 
accomplishment was the reason for his being sent into the 
world (Cfr. LG3; A,3). Jesus brought about the fulfilment 
of  his  Father's will and design for the Church:  Christ  
inaugurated his Church by preaching and witnessing  the 
Good News  of the Kingdom of God,  with its gifts of 
salvation  from sin and participation in divine life.  The  
Church "is the kingdom of Christ already present in 
mystery" (LG, 3). 
 
 This Kingdom manifests itself to all  men and women in 
the word, in the works and in the presence of Christ. So, 
to welcome Jesus' word is to welcome  "the Kingdom 
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itself."(LG, 5) The seed and beginning of the Kingdom are 
the "little flock"  whom Jesus Shepherded as his family. To  
members of this family he taught a new "way of acting" 
and a prayer of their own,   in sum, a new way of life. 
 
 The Lord Jesus endowed his community, the Church-
Family, with a visible structure that will remain until the 
Kingdom is fully achieved. He did this, firstly,  through  
his choice of the Twelve Apostles, with Peter as the head.  
The Apostles are the foundation stones of the new 
Jerusalem, the Church. The Twelve and the other disciples 
share in Christ's mission and his power, but also in his lot.   
By all his  words and actions, Christ prepares and builds 
his Church. By his Cross, Jesus, who giving-up himself 
totally for our salvation, gave birth to  the Church: 
 
 ―The Church is born primarily of Christ's total self-giving 
for our salvation, anticipated in the institution of the 
Eucharist and fulfilled on the cross. "The origin and 
growth of the Church are symbolized by the blood and 
water which flowed from the open side of the crucified 
Jesus." (CCC., n.766. Cfr. LG, n.3 and  SC., n.5). 
 
Jesus has a  unique function in the Church-Family of God.  
The head of this family is Christ. He  is the image of the 
invisible God and in him all things came into being, and 
hold together.  By the greatness of his power he rules 
heaven and earth. With his surpassing perfection and  
activity, he fills the whole family, his mystical body, with 
the riches of his glory (cf. Eph. 1: 18-23). All members  
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must be formed in his likeness, until  Christ be formed in 
them (cf. Gal.4:19). 
 
1.3.3. The Church Revealed by the Holy Spirit 
 The Holy Spirit revealed the Church at Pentecost. He 
revealed the Church by:  
- coming upon the Apostles and the disciples with a 

transforming fire; 
- forming the Apostles and the disciples with a 

transforming into a visible community;  
-  empowering  them to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ. 
The Holy Spirit was sent on the day of Pentecost in 
order  to continually sanctify the Church,  which on  
this occasion begun in earnest the spread of the Gospel 
among the nations, through preaching. As the 
"convocation" of all men and women  for salvation, the 
Church in her very nature is missionary, sent by Christ 
to all the nations to make disciples of them.  
 

In order that she can carry out her mission, the Holy Spirit  
bequeaths upon the Church varied hierarchic and charismatic 
gifts, and in this way directs her. "Henceforward the Church, 
endowed with the gifts of her founder and faithfully 
observing his precepts of charity, humility and self-denial, 
receives the mission of proclaiming and establishing among 
all peoples the Kingdom of God, and she is on earth the seed 
and the beginning of that kingdom."( LG, 5). 
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According to the early Church Fathers, there is an 
inseparable connection between the Holy Spirit and the 
Church: ―Where  the Church is, there also is God‘s Spirit; 
where there  God‘s Spirit is, there is the Church‖ (St. 
Irenaeus,  Against Heresies, III, 24.1.). 
 
 The Acts of the Apostles   and the early Church history 
show how the Holy Spirit bestowed gifts on the 
community of believers for their roles and responsibilities 
in serving the Church.  This was a dynamic process that 
shows the abiding presence  and action of the Spirit  
together with the increased understanding of  the Faith. 
The Holy Spirit maintains the stability, durability, and 
continuity of the Church both in favourable and 
unfavourable historical conditions.   The  Spirit gives  life, 
unifies and moves the whole body. His work in the 
Church is compared  by the Fathers of the Church to the 
function  that the principle of life, the soul, fulfils in the  
human body.  
 

In a word, the Church manifests the Holy  Trinity.  The  
Church  is the continuing manifestation of the Father,  Son, 
and Holy Spirit. She exists by the will of God the Father  and 
his plan gather all people under the Lordship of his Son. As 
Head of the Church, Jesus Christ continues to fill her with his 
life and saving grace, pouring into her the Holy Spirit with 
his gifts of unity, peace and love.  
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1.3.4   The Church - perfected in glory 
The Church is  not yet perfect: she will receive her perfection 
only in the glory of heaven, at the time of Christ's glorious 
return. Until that day, "the Church progresses on her 
pilgrimage amidst this world's persecutions and God's 
consolations."  (St.  Augustine, City of God, 18, 51; Cf. LG, 8).  
Here on earth the Church  knows that she is in exile far from 
the Lord; she longs for the full coming of the Kingdom, when 
she will  be united in glory with Christ the king. The Church, 
and through her the world, will pass through great trials 
before  being  perfected in glory. Only then will  all the just  
in the sight of  God be gathered together in the universal 
Church in the Father's presence (CCC, 769).  
  

1.3.5 The Church as the Sacrament of Salvation 
 In the Church   Christ fulfils and reveals his own mystery as 
the purpose of God's plan to unite all things in him. St. Paul 
calls the nuptial union of Christ and the Church "a great 
mystery." Because she is united to Christ as to her 
bridegroom, she becomes a mystery in her turn. The Church 
is  the mystery of union of men and women with God. In the 
Church this communion with God, in  love, is the purpose 
which governs everything in her that is a sacramental means, 
bound to this passing world (I Cor. 13:6).  
 
The structure of the Church is totally ordered to the holiness 
of Christ's members. And holiness is measured according to 
the 'great mystery' in which the Bride responds with the gift 
of love to the gift of the Bridegroom.  The Blessed Virgin  
Mary goes before us all in the holiness that is the Church's 
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mystery as "the bride without spot or wrinkle." (CCC, 773).  
For this reason, the "Marian" dimension of the Church 
precedes the "Petrine" dimension.  
 
 The Greek word mysterion was translated into Latin by two 
terms: mysterium and sacramentum. In later usage the term 
sacramentum emphasizes the visible sign of the hidden reality 
of salvation which was indicated by the term mysterium. In 
this sense, Christ himself is the mystery of salvation.  The   
seven sacraments are the signs and instruments by which the 
Holy Spirit spreads the grace of Christ the head throughout 
the Church which is his Body. The Church  both contains and 
communicates the invisible grace she signifies. In this 
analogical sense,  the Church is called a "sacrament." 
 
To say that the Church is a sacrament means that she is a 
mystery,  for  she is both visible and spiritual.  The visible 
Church is a public institution, with a hierarchical 
government, laws, and customs.  She is visible in her 
worldwide membership of millions of believers  who gather 
in Christian homes, parishes, dioceses, monasteries, convents,  
Chapels, and shrines to praise God and then to go forth to 
witness Christ and serve the world  in love, justice and 
mercy. 
 
The Church is also a spiritual reality: She has interior bonds 
of faith and love forged by the Holy Spirit. The Church  as 
both visible and spiritual reality is traditionally described as  
the Mystical Body of Christ.  She is a living body sustained by 
the hidden and real work of the Holy Spirit. In fact, by 
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communicating his Spirit, Christ mystically constitutes  as his 
body those brothers  and sisters of his who are called together 
from every nation. 
 
The complexity  that characterizes the Church as a visible 
institution and, contemporaneously,  a spiritual reality causes 
some persons to miss the basic unity of the Church.  The  
Holy Spirit is the source of  unity of all the aspects of the 
Church. The Holy Spirit integrates the visible aspects of  the 
Church with the invisible  aspects in such a way that the 
Church is always a unity of both aspects. ―In the unity of this 
Body, there is a diversity of members and functions. All 
members are linked to one another, especially to those who 
are suffering, to the poor and persecuted.‖ (CCC, n. 806).  
   
 The Church is the sacrament of salvation.  ―The Church, in 
Christ, is like a sacrament - a sign and instrument, that is, of 
communion with God and of unity among all men" (CCC, 
n.775). The Church is a  sacrament of the union of men and 
women with God, and   also the sacrament of the unity of all 
peoples – for the Church  gathers peoples  "from every 
nation, from all tribes and peoples and tongues" (Rev.7:9). At  
the same time, the Church is the "sign and instrument" of the 
full realization of the unity yet to come. 
 
 The Holy Spirit  plays a vital role in the Church.  He 
communicates to us  the salvation  gained for us by Jesus 
Christ through the Church and her seven sacraments.  ―The 
Church ‗is the visible plan of God's love for humanity,‘ 
because God desires ‗that the whole human race may become 
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one People of God, form one Body of Christ, and be built up 
into one temple of the Holy Spirit.‘"  (CCC, n.776, citing Pope 
Paul the VI [June 22, 1973]; Ad Gentes 7, 2). 
 
 Is the Church necessary for salvation?  The Church, a pilgrim 
on earth, is necessary for salvation: the one Christ is the sole  
mediator and way of salvation; he is present to us in his 
Family, which is the Church.  Christ himself explicitly asserts 
the necessity of faith and baptism (cf. Mk. 16:16; Jn.3:5), and 
thereby affirmed at the same time the necessity of the Church 
which men and women enter through baptism as through a 
door.  Therefore, they could not be  saved who, knowing that 
the Catholic Church was  founded as necessary by God 
through Christ, would refuse either to enter it, or to remain in 
it (LG 4).    
 

2.  THE CHURCH IS THE PEOPLE OF GOD,  THE 
FAMILY OF GOD  

Historically, the Church founded by Christ has been 
described with many images and symbols. Each attempts to 
help us have a better understanding and appreciation  of the 
Church. No single image can completely express her 
manifold richness and profundity because, like her  founder, 
the Church is  an inexhaustible  mystery. Nevertheless, an 
appreciation of  some of  the important  images and figures of 
the Church can give an adequate insight into  her identity 
and mission. Inspired by the Scriptures and Early Christian 
community,   the  following significant images are  frequently 
used to describe the Church:  the People of God,  the Family 
of God, the Body of Christ, Temple of the Holy Spirit. These 
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and other recognised images of the Church complement and 
mutually enrich each other. 
 

2.1. The Church is the People of God  
"At all times and in every race, anyone who fears God and 
does what is right has been acceptable to him.  He has, 
however, willed to make men holy and save them, not as 
individuals without any bond or link between them, but 
rather to make them into a people who might acknowledge 
him and serve him in holiness.” (CCC, n.781). 
 
  Chapter two of the Vatican Council II‘s Dogmatic 
Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium) highlights 
a scriptural and patristic image of the Church as the 
People of God.  God the Father  began this formation 
process with the choice of the Israelites and brought it  
to fulfilment in the Church (cf. LG, nn. 9-17).   
 
As the CCC  noted, the People of God is marked by 
characterristics that clearly distinguish it from all other 
religious, ethnic, political, or cultural groups found in 
history: 

 Firstly, it is the People of  God: God is not the 
property of any one people, but he acquired a 
people for himself  such that it becomes "a 
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation". 

  To become a member, a person is initiated into 
God‘s people not by physical birth, but by 
spiritual birth, being "born anew," through faith  
in Jesus Christ and Baptism. God‘s people 
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include religious men and women, the  laity, 
deacons, priests, bishops, patriarchs, popes  - 
each group with its special mission and 
responsibility.  

 The  Head  this People is Jesus the Christ (the 
anointed, the Messiah).  

  The status of this people is that of the dignity 
and freedom of the sons and daughters of God, 
in whose hearts the Holy Spirit dwells.  

  The law  of this People is the new 
commandment to love  God and to love 
neighbour as Christ loved us.    

 The mission of the People of God is to be salt of 
the earth and light of the world, be witness  of 
Christ, and a seed of the possibility of unity, 
hope, salvation, and holiness for humanity.  

 Its destiny   is the Kingdom of God, already  
partially experienced on earth and fully  known 
in heaven.    

                                                        
2.2.   The Church is the Family of God 

An equally important and rich imagery  is  another  
prominent  biblical and patristic  image, rooted also in 
the Church‘s Liturgical tradition, and  increasingly  
used today,  namely:   The  Church as the Family of  God.  
The First African Synod (1994)  particularly retains and 
contributed to popularise this image, acknowledging it 
to be more  pertinent, appropriate and significant for 
Christians in Africa today. The Church in Africa    
recognises, first of all,  that the mystery of the love of 
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the Triune God is the origin, model and purpose of the 
Church (LG 4; AG, 2; GS,40): this ―mystery finds a 
suitable expression for Africa in the image of the 
Church-as-Family.  For this image emphasizes care for 
the other, solidarity, warmth of relations, acceptance, 
dialogue and trust. It shows also  how authority is 
exercised as service  in love.‖3  ―The Church as Family 
of God is a beautiful image that is very appropriate to 
Africa.‖4  
 
  In truth, the first Christian communities too saw 
themselves as God‘s Household, the Family of God. 
―You will know how to  behave in the household, 
which is the Church of the living God‖ (1 Tim 3:15).  St. 
Paul teaches that ―you are no longer strangers  and 
aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also 
members of the household of God‖ (Eph.2:19).  The 
Christian Liturgical prayers, including the Holy 
Eucharist, frequently remind us of our identity, 
vocation and mission as the Family of  God.  
Confirming  the African Bishops‘ insight and 
orientation, Pope John Paul II‘s Post-Synodal Apostolic 
Exhortation, Ecclesia in Africa, emphasises this image – 
―Church-as-Family of God‖ - and presents it as guiding 
idea for evangelization. Recently, Pope Francis has 

                                                           
3  African Synod 1994, Propositions,   Proposition 8 
4 Zambia Episcopal Conference, ―Called to be  the Family of God”, Lusaka, 
May 1996, in: The African Enchiridion, vol. 4, Document 1070, pg.2895 
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further  reiterated that we must understand and live or 
experience the Church as the Family of God:5 
 
―Baptism initiates  one into this family of God and calls 
for a conversion which overcomes all particularisms 
and excessive ethno-centricism, thus allowing the 
faithful to live with these differences in reconciliation 
and in true communion as brothers and sisters‖.  
 
 All members of  the   Family of God, through  their 
Baptism, participate in Christ‘s offices of priest, 
prophet, and king, and bears the responsibilities for 
mission and service that flow from them.207 The CCC 
explains  what these offices mean and indicates ways in 
which the faithful can participate in and exercise them. 
 
This concept of Church-as-Family has many 
implications for the life and mission of the Church 
herself. The  First African Synod enunciated some of 
them. For example,   ―personnel and resources should 
be shared between particular churches; seminarians 
should be formed so as to be open to service beyond 
the bounds of their  own diocese;  the most suitable 
candidates for episcopacy chosen irrespective of  ethnic 
background; and bishops are invited to discuss the 
problem of tribalism openly and in a spirit of brother 
love.‖6   

                                                           
5  Cfr. Pope Francis,  The Church as Family of God (  Catechesis at 
Wednesday General Audience), 29/5/2013 
6  African Synod (1994), Propositions,   Proposition 8. 
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2.2.1 The Church is  a Priestly Family 
All those who have faith and are baptized share in 
Christ‘s priesthood. They share in  in this  Family of  
God's unique,  priestly vocation. This participation is 
called the ―common priesthood of all the faithful‖.  
Their works, prayers,  activities of  married and family 
life, apostolic endeavours, relaxation, and even the 
sufferings and setbacks of life can  become  spiritual 
offerings pleasing to God when united to the sacrifice 
of Christ. Such acts of God‘s family becomes forms of 
divine worship that by his design sanctify the world. 
Based on the common priesthood of all the family and  
ordered to its service is the ordained, ministerial 
priesthood. This priesthood is conferred  by the 
Sacrament of Holy Orders.               
 

2.2.2. The Church is a prophetic Family 
 The  Family of God shares also in Christ's prophetic 
office. This means teaching, and witnessing the Word 
of God in the world.  God‘s family share in Christ‘s 
prophetic office ―above all in the supernatural sense of 
faith that belongs to the whole People, lay and clergy, 
when it ‗unfailingly adheres to this faith . . . once for all 
delivered to the saints,‘ and when it deepens its 
understanding and becomes Christ's witness in the 
midst of this world‖. (CCC, n.785, citing LG.12). 
A good prophet, by teaching and by good example 
leads others to faith.  Priests, laity and consecrated 
persons can all collaborate  in the Church‘s missionary 
and  evangelization activity, catechetical ministry, the 
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teaching of theology, and the use of all means of social 
communication.  Witness is essential; at the same time, 
we should always be aware of and possibly seize 
opportunities to share the faith orally with each other 
and with all those who do not yet profess it.   
 
This prophetic role is exercised with the guidance of 
the bishops. The bishops have a special teaching 
responsibility entrusted to them by Christ. The Church 
in Nigeria, lead by the CBCN, is quite conscious of   
her right to speak out (CBCN, Communiqué, 1985) , of 
her  ―prophetic role of being the conscience of  the 
society‖  (CBCN, Communiqué, September 1999) and 
―voice of the voiceless‖; so, she has consistently  
exercised  it by issuing statements on many grave and 
current issues affecting  the society: for example, 
questions of the protection and defence  of human 
rights,  poverty and misery, education, health care, 
electoral processes that ought to be free and fair, etc. 
 
 The Family of God, the Church, is not only a 

prophetic, a priestly and kingly people: she is also a 
communion, like a body with many parts.   

 
2.2.3. The Church is  Kingly   Family 

The  Family of God shares in the kingly or royal mission of 
Christ. Jesus exercises his kingship by drawing all men and 
women  to himself through his death and Resurrection.  The 
mission of Christ, King and Lord of the universe,  is to lead   
other persons  through  loving service to them. He made 
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himself the servant of all, for he came "not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." (Mt. 20:28) 
For the Christian, "to reign is to serve him." We are called in 
imitation of the Lord Jesus, to be people who offer ourselves 
willingly in service of others. We are called particularly to  
serve "the poor and the suffering, in whom the Church 
recognizes the image of her poor and suffering founder." 
Actions of such service can point to Christ‘s kingdom of love, 
justice, mercy, and salvation to all persons, cultures,  
governments, and other structures of society.  
 
We are also called to a life of service to the Church herself. 
Servant leadership is  a responsibility of all God‘s people 
within their differing roles and responsibilities.  Bishops have  
a particular responsibility of leadership and governance in 
the Church. The Family of God fulfils its royal dignity by a 
life in keeping with its vocation to serve with Christ. 
 
  "Lay members of the Christian faithful can cooperate in the 
exercise of this power [of governance] in accord with the 
norm of law."  The Church provides for their presence at 
particular councils, diocesan synods, pastoral councils; the 
exercise of the pastoral care of a parish, collaboration in 
finance committees, and participation in ecclesiastical 
tribunals, etc.‖ (CCC, n.911, citing CIC, can.129, 2).  
 

2.3. The Church as  Communion, the Body of Christ 
The image of the Church as  Communion has the value 
of connecting  truths about the Church in a fruitful and 
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harmonious manner. What does the expression 
―Church as Communion‖ mean?: 
―The Church as Communion is our loving fellowship 
and union with  Jesus and other baptized Christians in 
the Church, the Body of Christ, which  has its source 
and summit in the celebration of the Eucharist by 
which we are  joined in divine love to the communion 
of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.‖ (cf. USCCB, The 
Adult Catechism of the Catholic Church, Glossary).  
 

2.3.1 The Church is communion with Jesus 
 The Church, the Body of Christ, is the assembly of people 
gathered into her by Baptism and their participation in the 
Sacraments, especially the Eucharist. The Sacraments open 
the hearts and minds of the faithful to the Trinity, a 
communion of divine persons. At the centre of the Gospel 
message is God‘s desire to share the communion of the 
Trinitarian life with us.  Jesus invites everyone to participate 
in the loving communion that Father, Son and Spirit have 
with each other.  
 
In the communion of the Church, the members are called to 
love  God, others, self and thus be witness of the love  by 
which Christ saved the world.  Jesus associated his disciples 
with his own life, revealed the mystery of the Kingdom to 
them, and gave them a share in his mission, joy, and 
sufferings.  Jesus spoke of a still more intimate communion 
between him and his followers (Cf. Jn 15:4-5) and he 
proclaimed a mysterious and real communion between his 
own body and ours (Cf. Jn. 6: 56).  
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  In  the Church, the Holy Spirit works in us to  achieve the 
same purpose – loving  communion. When we say  God is 
love, we testify in faith that God  as Trinity wants to relate 
with us and to  be engaged  in our world. After  his 
Ascension, Jesus did not leave his disciples orphans. As 
promised, he sent them his Spirit.  Consequently, communion 
with Jesus has become more intense: By communicating his 
Spirit, Christ constitutes as his body all those brothers and 
sisters of his who are called together from every nation.   
 

789 The comparison of the Church with the body casts 
light on the intimate bond between Christ and his 
Church. Not only is she gathered around him; she is 
united in him, in his body. In this regard, the CCC 
highlights three aspects of the Church as the Body of 
Christ: the unity of all her members with each other as 
a result of their union with Christ; Christ as head of 
the Body; and the Church as bride of Christ. 

 
a) "One Body":  Believers who respond to God's word 

and become members of Christ's Body, become 
intimately united with him: "In that body the life 
of Christ is communicated to those who believe 
and who, through the sacraments (especially 
Baptism and the Eucharist), are united  with   
Christ.     

 
However, the unity of this body, the Church, does 
not do away with the diversity of its members: "In 
the building up of Christ's Body there is engaged a 
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diversity of members and functions. There is only 
one Spirit who, according to his own richness and 
the needs of the ministries, gives his different gifts 
for the welfare of the Church." (LG7§3) Besides, 
the unity of this Body produces and stimulates 
charity among the faithful; "From this it follows 
that if one member suffers anything, all the 
members suffer with him, and if one member is 
honoured, all the members together rejoice."( 
LG7§3; ICor.12:36). Finally, the unity of the 
Christ‘s body triumphs over all human divisions,  
such that, once those baptized  into Christ have 
put on Christ, ―there is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male 
nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus." 
(Gal.3:27-28; CCC. n.791). 
 

b) "Christ is the Head of this Body":  Christ "is the head 
of the body, the Church." (Col.1:18).  He is the 
principle of creation and redemption. In 
everything he  is  preeminent,  especially in the 
Church.  Christ unites us with his Passover.  All  
his members must strive to resemble him, "until 
Christ be formed" in them (Gal.4:19).  For this 
reason, believers are taken up into the mysteries of  
the life of Christ,   associated with his sufferings as 
the body with its head. Christ provides for our 
growth. To make us grow toward him, our head, 
he provides in  the Church the gifts and assistance 
by which we help one another along the way of 
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salvation. In this way, Christ and his Church 
together make up the "whole Christ" (Christus 
totus). The  Church is one with Christ. The  saints 
are acutely aware of this unity (CCC, n.795). 

 
c) The Church is the Bride of Christ: The unity of Christ 

and the Church, head and members of one Body, 
also implies the distinction of the two within a 
personal relationship. This aspect is often 
expressed by the image of bridegroom and bride.  
The Lord referred to himself as the 
"bridegroom."(Mk 2:19). The Apostle speaks of the 
whole Church and of each of the faithful, members 
of his Body, as a bride "betrothed" to Christ the 
Lord so as to become but one spirit with him.( Cf. 
Mt 22:1-14; 25:1-13; 1 Cor 6:15-17; 2 Cor 11:2) The 
Church is the spotless bride of the spotless Lamb.( 
Cf. ⇒ Rev 22:17; ⇒ Eph 1:4. ⇒ 5:27).  "Christ loved 
the Church and gave himself up for her, that he 
might sanctify her." (Eph 5:25-26). He has joined 
her with himself in an everlasting covenant and 
never stops caring for her as for his own body 
(Eph 5:29).  

 
―This is the whole Christ, head and body, one formed from 
many . . . whether the head or members speak, it is Christ 
who speaks. He speaks in his role as the head (ex persona 
capitis) and in his role as body (ex persona corporis). ‖ (CCC,  
n.796, citing St. Augustine, En. in Ps. 74:4: PL 36, 948-949).   
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2.4.  The Church is the  Temple of the Holy Spirit 
   Thanks to the Holy Spirit  sent by Christ, as an invisible 
principle,  all the parts of the body are joined one with the 
other and with their head, ―for the whole Spirit of Christ 
is in the head, the whole Spirit is in the body, and the 
whole Spirit is in each of the members" (Pius XII, Enc. 
Mystici Corporis: DS 3808). The Holy Spirit makes the 
Church "the temple of the living God" (2Cor. 6:16).  Thus,  
―Where the Church is, there also is God's Spirit; where 
God's Spirit is, there is the Church and every grace.‖ 
(CCC, n.797, citing St. Irenaeus, Adv. haeres. 3, 24, 1: PG 
7/1, 966). 
 
  The Holy Spirit is  the principle of every vital and truly 
saving action in each part of the Body. He works in many 
ways to build up the whole Church in charity, such as by: 

-  God's Word "which is able to build you up" 
(Acts.20:32);  

-  Baptism, through which he forms Christ's Body (I 
Cor.12:13).    

-  the sacraments, which give growth and healing to 
Christ's members; 

-   "the grace of the apostles, which holds first place 
among his gifts" (LG 7§2); 

-   the virtues, which make us act according to what is 
good;  

-  and by the many special graces, called "charisms", by 
which he makes the faithful "fit and ready to 
undertake various tasks and offices for the renewal 
and building up of the Church." (LG12§2; AA,3). 
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2.4.1 Building the Community of love:  Charisms (Freedom) 
and Institutions   

In our  modern cultures, some people have a resistance 
to institutions. Personal freedom is more affirmed.  
However, the sense of endless freedom is sometimes in 
tension with belonging  to the Church as a community 
of believers, a family of God, that has traditions and 
structures. 
 
 Concerning the Church,  some claim that its 
institutional needs take  toll on the values of 
community and relationships.  Institutions require 
time, money, and efforts for their maintenance.  Now, 
the Vatican Council II  highlights   understanding of the 
Church as the People of God;  a greater value and  
emphasis is being placed on  seeing and living the 
Church as family of God. Therefore, it is asked, does 
this not mean that our energies should be focused on 
people, not  buildings, committees, laws, and rules? 
Should we not recapture the simplicity of Christ‘s 
relationship with his disciples and the intimacy of the 
early Church as described in the Acts of the Apostles? 
  
  In  response to this, it may  be said that this is not an 
―either/or‖ situation, but we could think in terms of  a 
―and‖ state of affairs. Certainly, the Church is called to 
be a community of love in the Father, the Son  and  the 
Holy Spirit. The risen Jesus himself presented a model  
of Church leadership based on love:  in fact,   he 
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solicited three affirmations of love  from  Peter ( cf.  Jn 
21:15-17).  
 
At the same time, however, the  Church has many 
structures that are  needed to build up the bond of  
love. Jesus himself established one of these structures, 
when he named Peter as the rock of the Church, the 
head of the Apostles (Mt 16:18).  While St. Paul taught 
us that love is the greatest gift of the Holy Spirit (1  Cor. 
13:1-13),  he also  listed administration as a gift of the 
Spirit (I Cor. 12:28).  
 
The Church needs an institutional framework for its 
stability, continuity, and mission for serving the cause 
of the Gospel  and opening  people to God‘s call to 
holiness.  Problems with the institutions  are not 
argument for removal but of its renewal. Just as the Son 
of God  took on human flesh and just as a soul needs a 
body, so a community needs to be  organized to serve 
and be served. The Church is a community that is 
served by a multiplicity of structures.            
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
 Charism has its value and purpose, it  needs humble 
acceptance, and discernment.  It is not only through  
the sacraments and the ministration of the Church that 
the Holy Spirit  makes holy the People of God, leads 
them and enriches then with his virtues. Giving his 
gifts  according as he wills (cf.  1 Cor. 12:11) he also 
distributes special graces among the faithful of every 
rank. By these gifts or charisms he makes them fit and 
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ready to undertake various tasks and offices for the 
renewal and building up of the Church, for  ―the 
manifestation of the Spirit is given to everyone for 
profit‖ ( 1 Cor.12:7).   
 
Whether extraordinary or simple and humble, charisms 
are graces of the Holy Spirit which directly or indirectly 
benefit the Church,  for they are ordered  to  building 
up the Christian community, to the good of men, and to 
the needs of the world. 
 
Charisms are to be accepted with gratitude and 
consolation by the person who receives them and by all 
members of the Church as well. Charisms are a rich 
grace for the apostolic vitality and for the holiness of 
the entire Church, provided they really are genuine 
gifts of the Holy Spirit and are used in full conformity 
with authentic promptings of this same Spirit, that is, in 
keeping with charity, the true measure of all charisms. 
(cf. I Cor.13). 
 
 In this sense discernment of charisms is always 
necessary. No charism is exempt from being referred 
and submitted to the Church's pastors. "Their office (is) 
not indeed to extinguish the Spirit, but to test all things 
and hold fast to what is good,"(LG 12; cf. 30; I Thess. 
5:12.19-21; John Paul II, Christifideles Laici, 24);  so that 
all the diverse and complementary charisms work 
together "for the common good" (I Cor.12:7). 
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 THE MARKS OF THE CHURCH: THE CHURCH IS 
ONE, HOLY, CATHOLIC, APOSTOLIC... and Missionary  

“It  is Christ who, through the Holy Spirit, makes his Church one, 
holy, catholic, and apostolic, and it is he who calls her to realize each 
of these qualities.” (CCC, n. 811). 
 
3.1. Church‘s Essential Notes: A reality and a challenge 
 Haven described the Church as established by Christ and her 
mystery as comprising  human and divine realities, Vatican II 
asserts: "This is the sole Church of Christ, which in the Creed 
we profess to be one, holy, catholic and apostolic." (LG, 8).  In 
the earliest profession of faith, in fact, the  Catholic Church 
identified herself as ―one, holy, catholic and apostolic.‖  In 
the  Nicene Creed that we profess at Sunday Mass we  use 
these words.  They present what are traditionally referred to 
as  the four marks of the Church. 
 
These four essential notes – unicity, holiness, catholicity, 
apostolicity -  characterize the Church of Christ, and were 
first fully enumerated in the Nicene-Constantinople Creed. 
Since the Eastern Schism and the Protestant Reformation they 
have  become means of identifying the true Church among 
the rival claimants in Christianity. 
 
These four characteristics are inseparably linked with each 
other. They   indicate  the essential traits that  identify the 
Church and her mission before the world.  They are  so  
joined  to each other that they form one coherent and 
interrelated idea of what the Church of Christ must be. They 
strengthen the faith of the believer and, at the same time, can 



CHAPTER ELEVEN I Believe In the Holy Catholic Church:  The Significance, Scope and Richness of an Article of Faith 
 

 

205 

attract non-Catholics to investigate the Church more 
fully.―The  Church does not possess them of herself; it is 
Christ who, through the Holy Spirit, makes his Church one, 
holy, catholic, and apostolic, and it is he who calls her to 
realize each of these qualities.‖  While only faith can 
recognize that the Church possesses these properties from her 
divine source, their historical manifestations are signs that 
also speak  to human reason.   As the First Vatican Council 
noted that, the "Church herself, with her marvellous 
propagation, eminent holiness, and inexhaustible fruitfulness 
in everything good, her catholic unity and invincible stability, 
is a great and perpetual motive of credibility and an 
irrefutable witness of her divine mission."  Because of the 
sinfulness of  members of the Church, these marks are not  
always  lived out fully; so, we need to view them as both  a 
reality and yet a challenge. 
 
2.5. The Church is  One 
3.2.1  The Unity   
Vatican Council II speaks of "the sacred mystery of the 
Church's unity" (UR 2).  The  mark of oneness of the Church 
reflects the unity of the Most Holy Trinity.  The Church is one 
because of her source,  the Trinity of Persons.  The Church is 
one because of her founder, Jesus Christ, who reconciled all 
men and women to God by the cross,  restoring the unity of 
all in one people and one body.  The Church is one because of 
her "soul": the Holy Spirit, who is the principle of the 
Church's unity.    The  Holy Spirit dwells in believers,     
pervades and rules  the Church, and thus  brings about 
communion of the faithful and joins them together in Christ 
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as the one Family of God.    The Church  professes one Lord, 
one faith, and  one Baptism and forms one body (cf. CCC. 
n.866) under the leadership of the  Pope,  the successor of the 
Apostle Peter. 
 
  Within this one Church there is  a great diversity which 
reflects from both the variety of God's gifts and the diversity 
of those who receive them. Within  the People of God, we 
find gathered together a multiplicity of peoples, races, 
nations, cultures, languages, and traditions, which are held 
together  in one communion  by the gifts of love from the  
Holy Spirit. Among the Church's members, there are different 
gifts, offices, conditions, and ways of life. There are also 
particular Churches that retain their own traditions.   The 
great richness of such diversity is not opposed to the 
Church's unity. The  unity that Christ bestowed on  his 
Church is something she can never lose (cf. Vatican Council 
II, Decree on Ecumenism, n.4; CCC, nn.813, 815).  
 
Unfortunately, the gift of unity is constantly threatened by sin 
and the burden of its consequences;  so, the Apostle  exhorts 
Christians to "maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of 
peace."  (Eph.4:3) 
 
These  bonds of unity consist, above all, of charity. Charity 
"binds everything together in perfect harmony."(Col.3:14). 
But the unity of the pilgrim Church is also assured by visible 
bonds of communion, which includes:  
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 profession of one faith received from the Apostles;  
 common celebration of divine worship, especially of 

the sacraments;  
 apostolic succession through the sacrament of Holy 

Orders, maintaining the fraternal  harmony or concord 
of God's family (CCC, n.815). 

 
Where  is this one  Church to be found?  The CCC responds:  
"The sole Church of Christ [is that] which our Saviour, after 
his Resurrection, entrusted to Peter's pastoral care, 
commissioning him and the other apostles to extend and rule 
it.... This Church, constituted and organized as a society in 
the present world, subsists in (subsistit in)  the Catholic 
Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by 
the bishops in communion with him."(LG 8§2). The Second 
Vatican Council's Decree on Ecumenism, n.3, explains: "For it 
is through Christ's Catholic Church alone, which is the 
universal help toward salvation, that the fullness of the 
means of salvation can be obtained. It was to the apostolic 
college alone, of which Peter is the head, that we believe that 
our Lord entrusted all the blessings of the New Covenant, in 
order to establish on earth the one Body of Christ into which 
all those should be fully incorporated who belong in any way 
to the People of God."  
 

3.2.2 Wounds to unity 
The unity of the Church is sometimes endangered, indeed 
wounded. The division among Christians is in contrast to the 
will of Christ. Such division  openly contradicts the will of 
Christ, it scandalizes the world, and it damages the cause of 
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preaching the Gospel to every creature (UR, 1). The division 
is not a mark of our time only. 
 
 Indeed, "in this one and only Church of  God from its very 
beginnings there arose certain rifts, division among 
Christians, which the Apostle strongly censures as damnable. 
In the fifth century, doctrinal disagreements led to the 
separation of some Christians in the eastern region of the  
Roman Empire from the main body  of the Church. But in 
subsequent centuries much more serious dissensions 
appeared and large communities became separated from full 
communion with the Catholic Church - for which, often 
enough, men of both sides were to blame" (UR, 3§1). The 
ruptures that wound the unity of Christ's Body - here we 
must distinguish heresy, apostasy, and schism (cf. CIC, 
can.751) -  occurred due to human sin. More damaging was 
the  rupture between Rome and Constantinople in AD 1054. 
And  in the sixteenth-century Western Europe experienced 
the divisions that followed the Protestant Reformation. In 
fact,  where there are sins, there are also divisions, schisms, 
heresies, and disputes, but where there is virtue there also are 
harmony and unity (CCC, n.817). In this regard, the CCC 
responds to two important delicate questions. Firstly, can the  
present-day members of separated   churches and ecclesial 
communities be held accountable for the sin of separation  
committed by their forefathers? Secondly, are there elements 
of sanctification and truth outside the Catholic Church, i.e., in 
other churches and  ecclesial communities?  
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 Concerning the first question,  the   Catholic Church do not 
charge with the sin of the separation those who at present are 
born into these churches and ecclesial communities  that 
resulted from such separation and in them are brought up in 
the faith of Christ:  the Catholic Church accepts them with 
respect and affection as brothers and sisters (UR 3).  All who 
have been justified by faith in Baptism are incorporated into 
Christ; they therefore are rightly called Christians, and with 
good reason are accepted as brothers and sisters in the Lord 
by the children of the Catholic Church (CCC, n.818). 
 
 As regards the second question,  it is  recognised that ―many 
elements of sanctification and of truth" (LG 8§2) are found 
outside the visible confines of the Catholic Church: "the 
written Word of God; the life of grace; faith, hope, and 
charity, with the other interior gifts of the Holy Spirit, as well 
as visible elements."(UR,3§2; Cf. LG,15) Christ's Spirit uses 
these Churches and ecclesial communities as means of 
salvation, whose power derives from the fullness of grace and 
truth that Christ has entrusted to the Catholic Church. All 
these blessings come from Christ and lead to him, and are in 
themselves calls to  ―Catholic unity‖ (CCC, n.819; LG, n.8).  
 
Therefore, depending  on what and  how much  of  the 
elements of sanctification and truth (UR,3) these communities 
have retained, they have a certain though  imperfect 
communion with the Catholic Church.  There are also real 
differences.  In some cases, ―there are  very weighty 
differences not only of a historical, sociological, psychological 
and cultural character, but especially in the interpretation of 
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revealed truth‖ (UR,19).  (Thus, the word church  applies to 
those bodies of Christians who have a valid Episcopal 
leadership or hierarchy, while the phrase ecclesial communities 
refers to those bodies of Christians that do not have an 
apostolic hierarchy.)  
 

3.2.3 Ecumenical journey: Toward unity 
 Unity is both a gift and a call. "Christ bestowed unity on his 
Church from the beginning. This unity, we believe, subsists in 
the Catholic Church as something she can never lose, and we 
hope that it will continue to increase until the end of time" 
(UR, 4§3). Christ always gives his Church the gift of unity, 
but the Church must always pray and work to maintain, 
reinforce, and perfect the unity that Christ wills for her. This 
is why Jesus himself prayed  for the unity of his disciples: 
"That they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am 
in you, may they also be one in us, . . . so that the world may 
know that you have sent me."(Jn.17:21)The Church is aware 
that the desire to recover the unity of all Christians is a gift of 
Christ and a call of the Holy Spirit. (UR, 1). 
 
The Catholic Church  has always been committed to the 
restoration of unity among all Christians. This commitment 
was intensified by Vatican  Council II;  this led the Church to 
participate in what  is called  the ecumenical movement. The 
word Ecumenism  means ―worldwide‖ and, in a Catholic 
understanding, it  describes efforts ―for the reconciliation of 
all  Christians in the unity of the one and only  Church of 
Christ‖(UR, n.24; CCC, n.822). This is to be a visible 
communion. ―Full unity will come about when all share in 
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the means of salvation entrusted by Christ to his Church‖ 
(Pope John Paul II, On the Commitment to Ecumenism [Ut 
Unum Sint; UUS], n. 86).  ―Communion of the particular 
Churches with the Church of Rome, and  of their Bishops 
with the Bishop of Rome, is – in God‘s plan – an essential 
requisite of full  and visible communion.‖ (UUS, n.97).   
 
As a call, ecumenism does not come of  its own: we must 
work for it and walk towards it. How? The CCC  indicates 
certain things that are required in order to respond 
adequately to this call.  The term ―Ecumenical movement‖  
indicates initiatives and activities encouraged and organized, 
according to the various needs of the Church and as 
opportunities offer, to promote Christian unity.  Ecumenism, 
then, includes but is not limited to the following initiatives:  
 
-  every effort to avoid expression, judgment and actions 

which do  misrepresent the condition  of our separated 
brethren with truth and fairness and so make mutual 
relations with them more difficult; 

-  a permanent renewal of the Church in greater fidelity to 
her vocation;  

-  conversion of heart as the faithful "try to live holier lives 
according to the Gospel";   

-  prayer in common, where this is permitted; 
-  joint study of the Scripture and of one another‘s 

traditions;   
- fraternal knowledge of each other; 
-  ecumenical formation of the faithful and especially of 

priests and Consecrated persons;284  
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-  dialogue among theologians, competent experts, and 
meetings – which are organized in religious spirit - 
among Christians of the different churches and 
communities to discuss and explain in depth  their 
doctrinal and theological positions for greater  mutual 
understanding, ―to work for unity in truth‖ (UUS, nn,18, 
29). In dialogue the obligation to respect the truth is 
absolute.   

-  collaboration among Christians in various areas  of 
service, for the common good, to  humankind, which are 
demanded by every Christian conscience;  

-   common action for social justice.   
-  examination of their own faithfulness to Christ‘s will for 

the  Church and, wherever necessary, undertake with 
vigour the task of renewal  and reform (UR, 1). 

 
On the worldwide level, these dialogues are sponsored on the 
Catholic side by the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of 
Christian Unity, a Vatican office directly accountable to the  
Pope. In Nigeria they are sponsored on the Catholic side by 
the Department of  Mission  and Dialogue‘s Committee on 
Ecumenism of the Catholic Secretariat of Nigeria (CSN, 
Abuja). 
 
  Concern for achieving unity involves the whole Church, 
faithful and clergy alike. But we must realize "that this holy 
objective - the reconciliation of all Christians in the unity of 
the one and only Church of Christ - transcends human 
powers and gifts." That is why we place all our hope "in the 
prayer of Christ for the Church, in the love of the Father for 
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us, and in the power of the Holy Spirit."(UR 24§2). Change of 
heart and holiness of life, together with public  and private 
prayer for the unity of Christians,  should be regarded as the 
soul of the ecumenical movement, and it is rightly called 
―spiritual ecumenism‖ (UR, 8). 
 

3.3 The Church is Holy  
The Church is holy by her very nature.  The Church has her 
origin in the Holy Trinity, and that is the source of her 
holiness.  "The Church . . . is held, as a matter of faith, to be 
unfailingly holy.‖ (CCC, 823, citing LG 39).  As was noted 
earlier, God the Father willed the existence  of the Church. 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, established a community of 
disciples and died on the Cross for  the forgiveness of sins. 
The Church is sanctified by Christ; through him and with him 
she becomes sanctifying for all men and women.  The Holy 
Spirit works within the Church to keep her members faithful 
to the Gospel. The Church is holy in her founder, in her 
saints, and in her means of salvation (LG, n.39).  
 
Christians are holy and obliged to holiness of life. Through 
the sacraments of   Baptism and  Confirmation, Catholics 
have become a people consecrated by the Holy Spirit to the 
praise of God through Jesus Christ. Christians grow in  
holiness by working to live in conformity to the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ and thus become more like him,  especially in the 
totality of his love for others shown by his sacrifice of himself 
on the Cross.  Thus, they have been made holy in deed and in 
truth. 
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 However, Christians also remain subject to temptation and sin, 
thus needing God‘s mercy and forgiveness. The Church is 
quite aware that down through the centuries there have been 
among her members – both clerical and lay – some who were 
disloyal to the Spirit of  God. Today  too the Church is not 
blind to the discrepancy between the message she proclaims 
and the human weakness of evangelizer,  to whom the 
Gospel has been entrusted. Whatever is history‘s judgement 
on these shortcomings, we cannot ignore them and we must 
combat them earnestly, lest they hinder the spread of the 
Gospel (GS, 43)   
 
 Therefore, the Church must follow the path of penance and 
renewal. Christians  should, with the help of  God‘s grace, 
hold fast to and develop  in their lives, the holiness  they have 
received from the Lord Jesus (LG, 40). All members of the 
Church, including her ministers, must acknowledge that they 
are sinners and in need of  purification. In everyone, the 
weeds of sin will still be mixed with the good wheat of the 
Gospel until the end of time. In teaching his disciples how to 
pray, Jesus included the following  petitions  to the Father: 
―Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass  
against us.‖ Prayer, in fact, is indeed a source of holiness for 
the Church.  
 
Hence, the Church gathers sinners already caught up in 
Christ's salvation but still on the way to holiness: 
―The Church is therefore holy, though having sinners in her 
midst, because she herself has no other life but the life of grace. 
If they live her life, her members are sanctified; if they move 
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away from her life, they fall into sins and disorders that 
prevent the radiation of her sanctity. This is why she suffers 
and does penance for those offenses, of which she has the 
power to free her children through the blood of Christ and 
the gift of the Holy Spirit‖.302 
 
 Charity is the soul of the holiness to which all are called: it 
"governs, shapes, and perfects all the means of 
sanctification."(LG, 42). Love, in fact, is the vocation which 
includes all others; it's a universe of its own, comprising all 
time and space - it's eternal! (CCC, n.826, citing St. Therese of 
Lisieux).  No man has greater love than to lay down his life 
for Christ and for his brethren (cf.  I Jn.3:16l Jn.15:13). From 
the early Church some Christians were called and will always 
be called to bear  this greatest witness of love before all men 
and women, especially in the face of persecutions. 
Martyrdom makes his disciples like his master, Jesus, who 
freely accepted death for the salvation of the world. 
Therefore, the Church values martyrdom as an exceptional 
gift and as  the supreme proof of love. Few actually receive 
this gift, but everyone should be prepared to confess Christ 
before men and women and follow him in the way of  his 
cross and persecutions (LG 42).  
 
By canonizing some of the faithful, i.e., by solemnly 
proclaiming that they practiced heroic virtue and lived in 
fidelity to God's grace, the Church recognizes the power of 
the Spirit of holiness within her and sustains the hope of 
believers by proposing the saints to them as models and 
intercessors. The saints have always been the  source and 
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origin of renewal in the most difficult times in the Church 
history. (CCC, 828).   
  
In the most Blessed Virgin Mary the Church has already 
reached that perfection whereby she exists without spot or 
wrinkle: at the same time, however, the faithful still strive to 
conquer sin and increase in holiness. Therefore, Christians 
turn their eyes to Mary, as a child to a loving mother, 
endeavouring to  imitate her virtues, and imploring her  help. 
(CCC, 829). 
 

3.4 The Church is Catholic 
3.4.1 What does "catholic" mean? 
 The word ―catholic‖ is used in several senses, reflecting a 
rich diversity of complementary meanings, which the 
CCC  and Catholic tradition  indicate. The word  catholic  
means "universal," in the sense of "according to the 
totality" or "in keeping with the whole."  According to the 
CCC,  the  Church is catholic, firstly, because Christ is 
present in her. "Where there is Christ Jesus, there is the 
Catholic Church."(CCC,830, quoting  St. Ignatius of 
Antioch , Ad Smyrn).  In her subsists the fullness of 
Christ's body united with its head; this implies that the 
Church receives from him "the fullness of the means of 
salvation" (UR,3; AG, 6) which he has willed, namely: 
correct and complete confession of faith, full sacramental 
life, and ordained ministry in apostolic succession. The  
Church was, in this fundamental sense, catholic on the 
day of Pentecost (cf. AG,4) and will always be so until the 
day of the Parousia. (CCC, 830) 
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A basic meaning of the word ―Catholic‖ refer to  all 
baptized, fully incorporated members of the Church 
founded by Jesus Christ: 
 
"Fully incorporated into the society of the Church are 
those who, possessing the Spirit of Christ, accept all the 
means of salvation given to the Church together with her 
entire organization, and who - by the bonds constituted 
by the profession of faith, the sacraments, ecclesiastical 
government, and communion - are joined in the visible 
structure of the Church of Christ, who rules her through 
the Supreme Pontiff and the bishops. Even though 
incorporated into the Church, one who does not however 
persevere in charity is not saved. He remains indeed in 
the bosom of the Church, but 'in body' not 'in heart.'" 
However, members of the Church should remember that 
their exalted condition results, not from their own merits, 
but from the grace of Christ. If they fail to respond in 
thought, words and deed to that grace, not only will  they 
not be saved but  they will be more severely judged (LG, 
14; CCC, 837). 
 
The Catholic Church has lived and continues to live in a 
diversity of cultures and languages because  she is led by 
the Spirit of Christ to bring the Gospel to all peoples. She 
knows how to accept what is true, good and beautiful  in 
all cultures and, at the same time, infuse the truth and 
goodness of her traditions and life into them.  The process 
of inculturation includes this dynamic for  mutual 
enrichment. 



Edward Daniang Daleng, OSA 
 

 

218 

 Moreover, the Church is catholic because she has been 
sent out by Christ on a mission to the whole of the 
humankind,  in other words, because of her universal 
extension and  her presence in local communities that are 
known as dioceses, or eparchies in the case of Eastern 
Churches, and are called ―particular Churches.‖ 
  
"The Church of Christ is really present in all legitimately 
organized local groups of the faithful, which, in so far as 
they are united to their pastors, are also quite 
appropriately called Churches in the New Testament.... In 
them the faithful are gathered together through the 
preaching of the Gospel of Christ, and the mystery of the 
Lord's Supper is celebrated.... In these communities, 
though they may often be small and poor, or existing in 
the diaspora, Christ is present, through whose power and 
influence the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church 
is constituted."(LG, 26, quoted in CCC, n.832). 
 
These local communities are linked together through their 
communion with the Church in Rome and her bishop, the 
Pope.  
 
  3.4.2. Particular Church is "catholic"  
 In the Catholic Church, the  word Church  is also used to 
refer to those communities which have their own 
―ecclesiastical disciplines, liturgical rites, and theological 
and spiritual heritages‖ (cf. CCC, n.835).   Thus we speak 
of  the Latin Church and the Eastern Churches. The 
phrase "particular church," which is the diocese (or 
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eparchy), refers to a community of the Christian faithful in 
communion of faith and sacraments with their bishop 
ordained in apostolic succession.( Cf. CD, 11; CIC, 
cann.368-369). These particular Churches "are constituted 
after the model of the universal Church; it is in these and 
formed out of them that the one and unique Catholic 
Church exists."  (CCC, n.833, quoting LG 23). 
 
  Furthermore, particular Churches are fully catholic 
through their communion with one of them, the Church of 
Rome "which presides in charity." "For with this church, 
by reason of its pre-eminence, the whole Church, that is 
the faithful everywhere, must necessarily be in 
accord."(CCC, n.834).  
 
 However,  the universal Church should not be conceived 
as being the simple sum, or  the more or less anomalous 
federation of essentially different particular churches. 
Rather,   the Church is universal by vocation and mission, 
but when she put down her roots in a variety of cultural, 
social, and human terrains, she takes on different external 
expressions and appearances in each part of the world. 
The rich variety of ecclesiastical disciplines, liturgical rites, 
and theological and spiritual heritages proper to the local 
churches "unified in a common effort, shows all the more 
resplendently the catholicity of the undivided Church" 
(LG, 23). 
 
 Everyone is called to this catholic unity of the  Family of 
God  and to it, in different ways, belong or are ordered: 
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the Catholic faithful, others who believe in Christ, and 
finally all mankind, called by God's grace to salvation.(LG 
13).  
 
The Church is catholic also because of her relationship to 
all peoples. Firstly, the Church is joined in many ways to 
the baptized  Christians who are honoured by the name of 
Christian, but do not profess the Catholic faith in its 
entirety or have not preserved unity or communion under 
the successor of Peter (CCC, n.838, citing  LG, n.15).  There 
are many who hold Sacred Scripture  in honour as rule  of 
faith  and  of life, who have a sincere religious zeal, who 
lovingly believe in God the Father Almighty and in Christ, 
the Son of  God and the Saviour, who are sealed by  
baptism which unites them to Christ, and who indeed 
recognise and receive other sacraments in their own 
churches  or ecclesial communities. Many of them possess 
the episcopate, celebrate the Holy Eucharist and cultivate 
devotion to the Virgin Mother of God. There is 
furthermore a sharing in prayer and spiritual benefits; 
these Christians are indeed in some way joined to us in 
the  Holy Spirit for, by his gifts and graces,  his sanctifying 
power is also active in their blood (LG 15).  Thus, there 
exist an imperfect communion between the Catholic 
Church and other Christian churches and faith 
communions. With the Orthodox Churches, this 
communion is so profound "that it lacks little to attain the 
fullness that would permit a common celebration of the 
Lord's Eucharist." (CCC,838)  
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What is the implication of the catholicity of the Church?  
As a result of  the catholicity   each part contributes its 
own gifts to other parts and to the whole Church, so that 
the whole and each of the parts are strengthened by the 
common sharing of all things and by the common effort to 
attain to fullness in unity. Hence it is that the People of 
God is not only an assembly of various peoples, but in 
itself is made up of different ranks (LG 13). 
 
The Church's bond with non-Christian religions is, firstly, 
the common origin and end of the human race, because  
all nations form but one community, and all share a 
common destiny - namely God. In this regard, secondly, 
the Catholic Church acknowledges her special 
relationship with  the Jewish people.   Vatican Council II  
declared that ―this people  remains most dear to God, for 
God does not repent of the gifts he makes  nor of the calls 
he issues‖ (LG, n.16). Thirdly, there is the Church's 
relationship with the Muslims. "The plan of salvation also 
includes those who acknowledge the Creator, in the first 
place amongst whom are the Muslims; these profess to 
hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us they 
adore the one, merciful God, mankind's judge on the last 
day."(CCC, n.841, citing LG, n.16). 
 
Moreover, the Church engages in dialogue also with 
Buddhists and Hindus. ―She has a high regard for the 
manner of life and conduct, the precepts and doctrines 
which,  although differing in many ways from her  own 
teaching, nevertheless often reflect a ray of that truth 
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which enlightens all men.‖  (NA,n.2). These dialogues are 
conducted on the local level and on the  international level 
through the Pontifical Council for  Interreligious 
Dialogue. 
 
The Catholic Church is called to engage in dialogue with, 
and manifest  open attitude  and respect toward African 
Traditional Religion (ATR), especially since Vatican 
Council II7. The dialogue is carried out at both the local 
level, and in the International level through the  Vatican‘s 
Pontifical Council for Inter-Religious Dialogue, which has 
an office for dialogue with ATR.    
 
 In dialogue, ―particular attention should be paid to our  
authentic values, customs  and traditions in so far as they 
constitute the cultural heritage (...). Corporate  
personalities, wise thinkers who are its guarantors will be 
the principal interlocutors in this phase of profound 
change in our cultures.‖ (First African Synod, message, 
n.21). The Church‘s dialogue with ATR  must  continue in 
our local churches, for several reasons, among which are 
because: 
 
1) ATR ―still has an influence on the  African and often 

directs the way of life  of even the best of Catholics. 
There are positive values in ATR which could stand 

                                                           
7 Chidi Denis Isizoh (Ed.),  The Attitude of the Catholic Church Towards 
African Traditional Religion and Culture. 
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the Church and  in good stead (First African Synod, 
Propositions, 42); 

 
2) it will contribute to ensure the survival of the oral 

cultures to which  the customs and traditions belong; 
 
3) it will facilitate inculturation. 
The Church considers all goodness and truth found in 
African Traditional Religion (ATR) other religions as a 
preparation for the Gospel and given by him who 
enlightens all men that they may at length have life. 
 
In their religious behaviour, however, human persons also 
display the limits and errors that disfigure the image of 
God in them: 
 
“Very often, deceived by the Evil One, men have become vain in 
their reasonings, and have exchanged the truth of God for a lie, 
and served the creature rather than the Creator. Or else, living 
and dying in this world without God, they are exposed to 
ultimate despair.”(CCC, 844, quoting LG, 16). 
 
 Dialogue is a form of evangelization.  It is a way of 
making Christ  and his Gospel known to others, while at 
the same time respecting their freedom of conscience and 
adherence to their own religious tradition. The Church 
has received from Christ the mandate to make him known 
to all people.  She does this in many ways.  Dialogue is 
one way, but another way is the missionary activity of the 
Church. Through the work of missionaries (priests, 
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consecrated men and women, and  lay people) the Church 
makes  Christ  known as they teach the Gospel to  others 
by word and  deed, inviting them to respond to this 
proclamation by the commitment of faith.  
 
3.4.3 "Outside the Church there is no salvation" 
  How are we to understand this affirmation, often 
repeated by the Church Fathers? Re-formulated 
positively, the CCC responds, it means that all salvation 
comes from Christ the Head through the Church which is 
his Body: 
 
―Basing itself on Scripture and Tradition, the Council 
teaches that the Church, a pilgrim now on earth, is 
necessary for salvation: the one Christ is the mediator and 
the way of salvation; he is present to us in his body which 
is the Church. He himself explicitly asserted the necessity 
of faith and Baptism, and thereby affirmed at the same 
time the necessity of the Church which men enter through 
Baptism as through a door. Hence they could not be saved 
who, knowing that the Catholic Church was founded as 
necessary by God through Christ, would refuse either to 
enter it or to remain in it.‖ (LG, n.14, cf. Mk 16:16; Jn 3:5) 
 
This affirmation is not aimed at those who, through no 
fault of their own, do not know Christ and his Church: 

Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the 
Gospel of Christ or his Church, but who nevertheless seek 
God with a sincere heart, and, moved by grace, try in their 
actions to do his will as they know it through the dictates of 
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their conscience - those too may achieve eternal salvation.‖  
(LG, n.16; cf. DS 3866-3872), (CCC, nn.846-847). 
 
 "Although in ways known to himself God can lead those 
who, through no fault of their own, are ignorant of the 
Gospel, to that faith without which it is impossible to please 
him, the Church still has the obligation and also the sacred 
right to evangelize all men." (CCC, 7; I Cor.9:16). 
 
3.4.4. The Church is Missionary: Mission as a requirement of her  

catholicity 
―Missio‖ means being sent, a mission is a mandate of 
Church. It  has its origin and aim. Its motivations are clear, 
and  the paths for mission follows  those of Jesus. 
 
 The missionary mandate:  Why is this Church missionary?.  
Having been sent by the Lord  to the nations that she 
might be 'the universal sacrament of salvation,' the 
Church, in obedience to the command of her founder and 
because it is demanded by her own essential universality, 
strives to preach the Gospel to all men" (AG 1; cf. Mt. 
16:15). "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 
have commanded you; and Lo, I am with you always, 
until the close of the age."(Mt. 28:19-20).  The Apostles on 
whom the Church was founded, ―preached the word of 
truth and begot churches.‖ It‘s the duty of their successors 
to continue this work so that ―the word of God may run 
and be glorified‖ (1 Thess. 3:1), and the  kingdom 
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proclaimed and renewed throughout the whole world 
(AG, 1). 
 
 The origin and purpose of mission: The  missionary mandate 
is ultimately grounded in the  love of the  Holy Trinity.  
The Church on earth is by her nature missionary, since  
she  has as her origin the mission of   the Jesus and the 
Holy Spirit (AG,2). The ultimate purpose of mission is   to 
make men and women share in the communion between 
the Father and the Son in their Spirit of love.(cf. John Paul 
II, Enc.  Redemptoris Missio, 23) 
 
The precise aim of missionary activity is the 
evangelisation and the implanting of the Church among 
peoples or  groups in which it has not  as yet taken root. 
Particular Churches ought to grow from  the seed of the 
word of God, churches which would be adequately 
organized and would  possess their own proper strength 
and maturity.  With their own  hierarchy  and faithful, 
and sufficiently endowed with mean adapted to the living 
of a full Christian life, they should contribute to the good 
of the whole church (AG,6). 
 
  Missionary motivation: It is from God's love for all men 
and women that the Church in every age receives both the 
obligation and the vigour of her missionary dynamism, 
"for the love of Christ urges us on" (2 Cor.5:14; AA, 6).  
God "desires all men to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth" (I Tim.2:4). Those who obey the 
prompting of the Spirit of truth are already on the way of 
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salvation. But the Church, to whom this truth has been 
entrusted, must go out to meet their desire, so as to bring 
them the truth. Because she believes in God's universal 
plan of salvation, the Church must be missionary. 
 
This missionary vocation of the Church is particularly 
urgent  today. In the present situation of things, which 
gives to new  challenges, the Church is even more 
urgently called upon to save and renew every creature, so 
that all things might be restored in Christ, and so that all 
men and women might effectively form one family and 
one People of God (AG,1). 
  
This missionary activity is beneficial for the Church.  It 
extends the faith of the Church, it expands and perfects its 
catholic unity, it is sustained by its apostolicity, it activates 
the collegiate sense of its hierarchy, and it bears witness to  
its sanctity which it both extends and promotes (AG, 6). 
 
The missionary activity of the Church is intimately bound 
up with  human nature and its aspirations. In manifesting 
Christ, the Church reveals to men and women their 
situation and calling, since Christ is the head and 
exemplar of that renewed humanity, imbued with that 
brotherly love, sincerity and spirit of peace, to which all 
persons aspire (AG, 8). 
 
What are the Missions? The special undertakings in which 
preachers of the Gospel, sent by the Church, and going 
into the whole world, carry out the work of preaching the 
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Gospel and implanting the Church among people who do 
not yet believe in Christ, are generally called ‗missions‘. 
Such undertakings are accomplished by missionary 
activity and are, for the most part, carried out in defined 
territories recognised by the  Holy See (AG.6).  
 
  Missionary activity among non-believers differs from the 
pastoral care of the faithful and likewise from efforts 
aimed at restoring Christian unity. Nevertheless, these 
two latter are very closely  connected with Church‘s 
missionary endeavour because the division of Christians 
is injurious to the holy work  of preaching the Gospel to 
every creature, and deprives many people of access to the 
faith. Because of the Church‘s mission, all baptised people 
are called upon to come together in one flock that they 
might bear unanimous witness to Christ their Lord before 
the nations. And  if they cannot yet fully bear  witness to 
one faith, they should at least be imbued with mutual 
respect and love (AG,6). 
 
To be able to offer to everyone the mystery of salvation  
and the life  of God,  the Church must implant itself 
among all these groups in the same way that Christ by his 
incarnation committed himself to the particular social and 
cultural circumstances of the men and women among 
whom he lived (AG, 10). 
 
Missionary paths: The CCC indicates some ways in which 
the Church carries out her mission. The  Holy Spirit is the 
protagonist, "the principal agent of the whole of the 
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Church's mission." (John Paul, Enc,. Redemptoris Missio, 21) 
It is he who leads the Church on her missionary paths. 
"This mission continues and, in the course of history, 
unfolds the mission of Christ, who was sent to evangelize 
the poor; so the Church, urged on by the Spirit of Christ, 
must walk the road Christ himself walked, a way of 
poverty and obedience, of service and self-sacrifice even 
to death, a death from which he emerged victorious by his 
resurrection" (AG, 5). So it is that "the blood of martyrs is 
the seed of Christians" (Tertulian, Apol. 50, 13; CCC, 852). 
 
As members of the living Christ,  incorporated  into him  
and made like him by the Sacraments of initiation,  all 
faithful have an obligation to collaborate in the expansion 
and spread of his body, the Church, so that thy might 
bring it to fullness as soon as possible (cf. Eph. 4:15). So all 
the children of the Family of  God should have a lively 
consciousness  of their own responsibility for the world, 
they should foster within themselves  a truly Catholic 
spirit, they should spend themselves in the work of the   
Gospel. However,  the primary  and most  important 
contribution the follower of Christ  can make to the spread 
of the faith is to lead a profound Christian life (AG, 36). 
Not only the individual, but also the Christian community 
as such should be involved in missionary activity. Since 
the  Family of God  live in communities, especially in 
diocese, parishes, Basic Christian communities, it is the 
duty of such communities to bear witness to Christ before 
the nations (AG,37). 
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Who are missionaries?:  
Although every disciple of Christ, as far in him lies, has 
the duty of spreading the Faith,  still Christ the Lord 
always calls whomever He  has chosen from among the 
number of His disciples, so that they might   be with Him 
and so that he might send them to preach to the nations 
(cf. Mark 3:13). Therefore,   the Holy Spirit, who 
distributes  his gifts (charismata) as He wills for the 
common good (1 Cor. 12:11), He inspires the missionary 
vocation in the hearts of individuals, and at the same time 
He raises up in the Church certain institutes  which take 
as their own special task the duty of evangelization, a 
duty belonging to the whole Church, and makes it as it  
were their own special task. 
 
They   have a special vocation those who, being endowed 
with a suitable natural temperament, and  being fit as 
regards talent and other qualities, have been trained to 
undertake missionary work,  be they autochthonous or be 
they foreigners: priests, Religious, or lay people. Sent by 
legitimate authority, they go forth  in faith and obedience 
to those who are far from Christ; they are set apart for the 
work for which they have been called (cf. Acts 13:2), as 
ministers of the Gospel. 
 
Some Challenges Today  
In this regard, the CCC explains some particular 
challenges for missionary activity today:  the need for 
penance and renewal, patience and inculturation,   
promotion of Christian unity, and dialogue.  
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The  need for penance and renewal: On her pilgrimage, the 
Church has also experienced the "discrepancy existing 
between the message she proclaims and the human 
weakness of those to whom the Gospel has been 
entrusted,"(GS,43§6),  that is, between the Faith she 
professes and the life her members live.  Only by taking 
the "way of penance and renewal," the "narrow way of the 
cross," can the People of God extend Christ's reign.  For 
"just as Christ carried out the work of redemption in 
poverty and oppression, so the Church is called to follow 
the same path if she is to communicate the fruits of 
salvation to men and women" (LG, 8§3; CCC, 853). 
 
 Patience and inculturation: By her very mission, the Church 
travels the same journey as all humanity and shares the 
same earthly lot with the world. She  is to be a leaven and, 
as it were, the soul of human society.  Missionary 
endeavour requires patience. It begins with the 
proclamation of the Gospel to peoples and groups who do 
not yet believe in Christ, continues with the establishment 
of Christian communities, and leads to the foundation of 
local churches. It must involve a process of inculturation if 
the Gospel is to take flesh in each people's culture and if 
the Church and her message is be credible and relevant to 
the  people today. There will be times of defeat. "With 
regard to individuals, groups, and peoples it is only by 
degrees that [the Church] touches and penetrates them 
and so receives them into a fullness which is 
Catholic."(AG, 6 §2). 
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 Promotion of Christian unity: The Church's mission 
stimulates efforts towards Christian unity. She  knows 
consequences of disunity:  "divisions among Christians 
prevent the Church from realizing in practice the fullness 
of catholicity proper to her in those of her sons who, 
though joined to her by Baptism, are yet separated from 
full communion with her. Furthermore, the Church 
herself finds it more difficult to express in actual life her 
full catholicity in all its aspects" (UR, 4 §8). 
 
 Dialogue: The missionary task implies a respectful 
dialogue with those who do not yet accept the 
Gospel.Believers can profit from this dialogue by learning 
to appreciate better "those elements of truth and grace 
which are found among peoples, and which are, as it 
were, a secret presence of God."(AG,9). They proclaim the 
Good News to those who do not know it, in order to 
consolidate, complete, and raise up the truth and the 
goodness that God has distributed among men and 
nations, and to purify them from error and evil "for the 
glory of God, the confusion of the demon, and the 
happiness of man" (AG,9). 
 

3.5.  The Church is Apostolic  
  3.5.1. What is meant by saying  that the Church is apostolic?  
 The Church is apostolic because she is founded on the 
apostles, in three senses. Firstly, she was and remains built on 
the foundation of the Apostles. The Lord Jesus, haven prayed 
to the Father, called to himself those whom he willed and 
appointed twelve to be with him, whom he might send to 
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preach the Kingdom of God (cf. Mk 3:13-19; Mt. 10:1-42). 
These apostles (cf. Lk 6:13)  are the witnesses chosen,  he 
constituted  them in the form of a college or permanent 
assembly,  at whose head  Christ placed Peter,  and they were 
all sent  on mission by Christ to the whole world so that, 
sharing in his power, they might make all peoples his 
disciples and sanctify and govern them (Cf. Mt. 28:16-20; Mk 
16:15; Lk 24:45-48; Jn.20:21-23) and thus spread the Church 
and, administering  it under the guidance of the Lord, 
shepherd it all days until the end of the world (cf. Mt 28:20). 
The apostles were confirmed in this mission on the day of 
Pentecost  (cf. Acts 2:1-26) according to the promise of the 
Lord (Act. 1:8) 
 
 Secondly, with  the help of the Spirit dwelling in her, the 
Church as  a whole keeps and  transmits the teaching , the 
―good deposit‖, she has heard from the apostles. 365 This is 
called the indefectibility  of the Church, because she will 
never fall away from the Gospel  (LG, 19). 
 
Finally, the Church  continues to be taught, sanctified, and 
guided by the apostles until Christ's return, through their 
successors in pastoral office, namely,  the college of bishops, 
assisted by priests, in union with the Pope, the Church's 
supreme pastor.   
 
In the Church the characteristic of apostolicity is expressed in 
unique ways.  In fact, in  the Church there is diversity of 
ministry but unity of mission.  To the apostles and their 
successors Christ  has entrusted the office of teaching, 
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sanctifying and governing in his name and by his power.  But 
the lay people are made to share in the priestly, prophetic 
and kingly office of Christ; they have therefore, in the church 
and in the world, their own assignment  in the mission of the 
whole People of God (AA,2) 
 
3.5.2. The Apostles' mission 
From the beginning of his ministry, Jesus, the Father‘s 
Emissary,  "called to him those whom he desired; .... and he 
appointed twelve, whom also he named apostles, to be with 
him, and to be sent out to preach" (Mk 3:13-14). From then on, 
they would also be his "emissaries" (Greek apostoloi). In the 
Apostles, Christ continues his own mission: "As the Father 
has sent me, even so I send you." (Jn.20:21; cf. Jn. 13:20; 17:18). 
The apostles' ministry is the continuation of Jesus‘ mission 
(Mt 10:40; Cf. Lk. 10:16).   
 
Jesus unites the apostles to the mission he received from the 
Father. The disciples  whom Jesus sends can do nothing apart 
from Jesus himself (Jn.  5: 19, 30),  from whom they received 
both the mandate for their mission and the power to carry it 
out. Christ's apostles  were aware if being  called by God as 
"ministers of a new covenant," "servants of God," 
"ambassadors for Christ," "servants of Christ and stewards of 
the mysteries of God.‖ ( (2Cor. 3:6;6:4;5:20; 1 Cor.4:1). 
 
  In the office of the apostles there is one aspect that cannot be 
transmitted,  namely,  to be the chosen witnesses of the Lord's 
Resurrection and so the foundation stones of the Church. But 
their office also has a permanent aspect. Christ promised to 
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remain with them always. The  divine mission entrusted by 
Jesus to them "will continue to the end of time, since the 
Gospel they handed on is the lasting source of all life for the 
Church. Therefore, . . . the apostles took care to appoint 
successors" (LG, 20; Mt. 28:20). 
 
3.5.3.   The bishops - successors of the apostles 
To further ensure the fidelity of the Church to the Gospel,   
Jesus willed that the Apostles be succeeded by the  bishops.   
"In order that the mission entrusted to them might be 
continued after their death, [the apostles] consigned, by will 
and testament, as it were, to their immediate collaborators the 
duty of completing and consolidating the work they had 
begun, urging them to tend to the whole flock, in which the 
Holy Spirit had appointed them to shepherd the Church of 
God. They accordingly designated such men and then made 
the ruling that likewise on their death other proven men 
should take over their ministry."(LG, 20; CCC, 861). 
 
The Apostles acted as a body, with  Peter at their head, in 
their leadership of the Church.  In this way, they  are called a 
―college.‖ The college of bishops  succeeded the college of the 
Apostles; it is the Bishop of Rome, the Pope, who has  
succeeded the role of Peter as  head of the college. Thus, they 
are called by the Church a ―college‖, and their essential unity 
as one body is understood as the principle of collegiality. 
 
Each bishop  works in his particular diocese in a role of 
priestly shepherding and teaching.   As  the office which 
Jesus confided to Peter alone is a permanent one,   the first of 
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the apostles, so too the office which the apostles received  the 
Lord of shepherding the Church endures in time.  The bishop 
possesses the fullness of the priesthood and so is the principal  
celebrant of the Sacraments, especially the Eucharist. He is 
also the shepherd of the diocese and thus  is responsible for 
governance of the people entrusted to him. He is the chief 
teacher of his diocese, responsible for  authentic proclamation 
of the Gospel.  Hence the Church teaches that "the bishops 
have by divine institution taken the place of the apostles as 
pastors of the Church, in such wise that whoever listens to 
them is listening to Christ and whoever despises them 
despises Christ and him who sent Christ" (LG, 20§2).  
 
Later on, in section 4.2.3 below, a word will be said about  the 
teaching office of the  Bishops  and the infallibility of the 
Church. 
 
3.5.4. The apostolate 

The whole Church is apostolic in the sense that, firstly,  
she remains, through the successors of St. Peter and the 
other apostles, in communion of faith and life with her 
origin; secondly,  the Church is "sent out" into the whole 
world. All members of the Church share in this mission, 
though they exercise it in various ways. The Christian 
vocation is, of its nature, a vocation to the  apostolate as 
well.  
 
What is the apostolate? The Church was founded to 
spread  the kingdom of Christ over the earth for the  glory 
of God the Father, to make all men and women partakes 
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in the redemption and salvation  and through them to 
establish the right relationship of the entire world with 
Christ. Every activity of the Family of God, the Church, 
with this in view  goes by the name of ―apostolate‖. An 
apostolate, in a word,  is understood as every activity of 
the Church that aims  to spread the Kingdom of Christ 
over  the whole earth (AA,2). 
 
 Christ is the source of the Church's whole apostolate.  
Thus, the fruitfulness of apostolate for both the ordained 
ministers and for lay people  depends on their vital union 
with Christ. In keeping with their vocations, the demands 
of the times, places and the various gifts of the Holy 
Spirit, the apostolate assumes the most varied forms. But 
charity  is always   the soul of the whole apostolate. 
 
As to how long  the apostolate of the Church will last, it is 
clear  that the divine mission which  Christ committed to 
the apostles is destined to last until the end of the world 
(cf.  Mt.28:20), since the Gospel, which  they were charged 
to hand on, is, for the Church, the principle of all its life 
for all time.  For that reason the apostles were careful to  
appoint successors in this hierarchically constituted 
community (LG, 20).  
 
In brief, the Church is apostolic. She is built on a lasting 
foundation: "the twelve apostles of the Lamb" (cf. Rev 
21:14). She is indestructible (cf. Mt 16:18). She is upheld 
infallibly in the truth: Christ governs her through Peter 
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and the other apostles, who are present in their 
successors, the Pope and the college of bishops. 
 
865 The Church is ultimately one, holy, catholic, apostolic 
and, hence, missionary in her deepest and ultimate 
identity. This is because it is in her that "the Kingdom of 
heaven" already exists and will be fulfilled at the end of 
time. The  kingdom has come in the person of Christ and 
grows mysteriously in the hearts of those incorporated 
into him, until its full eschatological manifestation.  
 

4  CHRIST’S  FAITHFUL: THE MEMBERS OF THE 
FAMILY OF GOD Christ’s  Faithful 

 Who are the Christ‘s 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; for this reason, haven become sharers in 
Christ's priestly, prophetic, and royal office in their own 
manner, they are called to exercise the mission which God 
has entrusted to the Church to fulfil in the world. (CIC. 
Can.204§1; cf. LG, 31). 
 
 There are equality and differences among the faithful. In 
virtue of their baptism there exists among all the Christian 
faithful a true equality with regard to dignity and the 
activity which is common to all the faithful in the building 
of the Family of God; consequently, all cooperate in the 
building up of the Family of God in accord with each 
one's own condition and function (CIC, can.208;cf. LG, 
32). 
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The differences which the Lord Jesus put between the 
members of his Church serve her unity and mission. For 
in the Church there is diversity of ministry but unity of 
mission. The distinction that Lord made between the 
sacred ministers (that is, the hierarchy or clerics) and the 
rest of the  Family of God involves union. For the pastors 
and the other faithful are joined together by a close 
relationship: the pastors of the Church – following the 
example of Jesus the Lord – should minister to each other 
and to the rest of the faithful; the latter should eagerly 
collaborate with the pastors and teachers. ―To the apostles 
and their successors [the Hierarchy] Christ has entrusted 
the office of teaching, sanctifying and governing in his 
name and by his power.  
 
There exist also the lay faithful:  The laity  share in the 
priestly, prophetical, and kingly office of Christ; they have 
therefore, in the Church and in the world, their own 
assignment in the mission of the whole People of God 
(AA,2). And so amid variety all will bear witness to the 
wonderful unity in the Family of God: this  very diversity 
of graces, of ministries and of works gathers the children 
of God into one, for  ―all these things are the work of the 
one and the same spirit (I Cor. 12:11). 
 
 Finally,  there exist Christian faithful, men and women,  
who are consecrated   to God in their own special manner 
and serve the salvific mission of the Church through the 
profession of the evangelical counsels. We now turn to 
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each of these groups of  Christ‘s faithful: the hierarchy 
(Clerics), the laity and consecrated life. 
 

4.1.The Church‘s Hierarchical Constitution   
4.2.1 Source, aim and characteristics of  the ecclesial ministry 
  As Vatican II teaches, Christ is the source of ministry in 
the Church. Haven instituted the Church, he gave her 
authority and mission, orientation and goal, entrusted to 
her  the apostles.  In order to effectively carry out the 
mission of shepherding the Family of God and to 
unceasingly  increase its numbers, Christ established in 
his Church a variety of offices which aim at the good of 
the whole community of believers.  In fact, these  holders 
of office, the bishops,  invested with sacred power, 
dedicate themselves to promoting the interests of their 
brothers and sisters so that all  members of the  Family of 
God  may attain to salvation (LG 18). 
 
It is Christ who sent his  ministers, his emissaries,  to 
preach his Gospel to all, so that, hearing, people may 
believe (cf. Rom 10:14-15). No  individual and no 
community can proclaim the Gospel to himself (cf. Rom. 
10:17). No one can give himself the mandate and the 
mission to proclaim the Gospel. The  one sent by the Lord 
does not speak and act on his own authority, but by virtue 
of Christ's authority,  and  he does this by  speaking to the 
community in the name of Christ. No one can bestow 
grace on himself; it must be given and offered. 
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Therefore, Jesus Christ sent, authorized and empowered 
ministers of grace. From Jesus, bishops and priests receive 
the mission and faculty ("the sacred power") to act in 
persona Christi Capitis (in the person of Christ the Head). 
Deacons receive the strength to serve the Family of God in 
the diaconia of liturgy, word and charity, in communion 
with the bishops and the presbiterate.  The emissaries that 
Christ empowered carry out the ministry traditionally 
called ―sacrament,‖ in which the emissaries do and give 
by God's grace what they cannot do and give by their own 
powers. Indeed, the ministry of the Church is conferred 
by a special sacrament. 
 
 Another distinctive aspect of sacramental nature of 
ecclesial ministry is its character as service. Ministers are 
truly "slaves of Christ" (Cf. Rom.1:1) Because the word 
and grace of which they are ministers are not their own, 
but are given to them by Christ for the sake of others, they 
must freely become the servant of all (Cf.  1Cor. 9:19).   
 
 Likewise,   the sacramental nature of ecclesial ministry 
has  a collegial character. The  Lord Jesus instituted the 
Twelve as "the seeds of the new Israel and the beginning 
of the sacred hierarchy."  They were chosen together,  and 
sent out together, and their fraternal unity would be at the 
service of the fraternal communion of all the faithful.  For 
this reason every bishop exercises his ministry from 
within the episcopal college, in communion with the 
bishop of Rome, the successor of St. Peter and head of the 
college. So also priests exercise their ministry from within 
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the presbyterium of the diocese, under the direction of 
their bishop. 
 
 Finally,   the sacramental nature of ecclesial ministry  has 
also a personal character. Although Christ's ministers act in 
communion with one another, they also always act in a 
personal way. Each one is called personally: "You, follow 
me"397 in order to be a personal witness within the 
common mission, to bear personal responsibility before 
him who gives the mission, acting "in his person" and for 
other persons: "I baptize you in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit ..."; "I absolve you...." 
  In sum, the sacramental ministry in the Church, then, is 
at once a collegial and a personal service, exercised in the 
name of Christ. This is evidenced by the bonds between 
the episcopal college and its head, the Pope, and in the 
relationship between the bishop's pastoral responsibility 
for his particular church and the common solicitude of the 
episcopal college for the universal Church. 
 
4.2.2. The Episcopal College and its head, the Pope  
  The Pope and bishops are united in a special way. When 
Christ instituted the Twelve, "he constituted [them] in the 
form of a college or permanent assembly, at the head of 
which he placed Peter, chosen from among them."(LG 19; 
cf. Lk. 6:13). Just as St. Peter and the rest of the apostles 
constitute a single apostolic college, so in like fashion the 
Roman Pontiff, Peter's successor, and the bishops, the 
successors of the apostles, are related with and united to 
one another (LG 22). 
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 The Lord made Simon alone, whom he named Peter, the 
"rock" of his Church. He gave him the keys of his Church 
and instituted him shepherd of the whole flock.400  "The 
office of binding and loosing which was given to Peter 
was also assigned to the college of apostles united to its 
head."401 This pastoral office of Peter and the other 
apostles belongs to the Church's very foundation and is 
continued by the bishops under the primacy of the Pope. 
 
 The Pope "is the perpetual and visible source and 
foundation of the unity both of the bishops and of the 
whole company of the faithful" (LG, 23).  He has full, 
supreme, immediate and universal power over the whole 
Church, and can always exercise this power  unhindered 
(CD, 2, 9; LG 22). Therefore, he who has been sent as the 
Pastor of all the faithful to ensure the common good of the 
whole  Church, and the good of  individual churches, and  
has  supreme ordinary power over all the churches. To 
govern the Church the Pope makes use of some 
institutions: in the exercise of his Supreme, full and 
immediate power over the universal Church the Roman 
Pontiff avails of the  offices (dicasteries) of the Roman 
Curia (in the Vatican City), which therefore in his name 
and with his authority carry out their duties for the good 
of the  churches  and in the service of their pastors (CD, 9). 
 "The college or body of bishops has no authority unless 
united with the Roman Pontiff, Peter's successor, as its 
head." As such,    this power cannot be exercised without 
the agreement of the Pope.  The order of bishops which 
succeeds college of apostles in its teaching office and in its 
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pastoral  government, and in which indeed  the apostolic 
body endures without interruption, is also, continuously  
together with the Pope,  endowed with supreme and 
plenary  power  over the whole Church;  but this power 
cannot be exercised without the agreement of the Roman 
Pontiff (GS22). 
 
 When does the Episcopal college solemnly exercise  its 
supreme authority? ―The college of bishops exercises 
power over the universal Church in a solemn manner in 
an ecumenical council" (CIC,can.337§1). But  an 
ecumenical council  cannot lawfully exist unless 
confirmed or at least recognized as such by Peter's 
successor.   It is the prerogative of the Pope to  convoke  
such councils, to preside over them and to confirm them 
(LG 22). 
 
The  supreme authority of the Episcopal College can be 
exercised in other ways. This collegiate power, in fact, be 
exercised in union with the pope by the bishops while 
living in all parts of the world, provided the head of the 
college summon them to collegiate action, or at least 
approve or freely admit the corporate action of the 
unassembled bishops, so that  a truly collegiate act may 
result. This college, being composed of many members, 
―is the expression of the variety and universality of the 
People of God; and of the unity of the flock of Christ  
assembled under one head‖ (LG, 22).   
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The  right to nominate and institute bishops is proper, 
peculiar and per se exclusive to the competent 
ecclesiastical authority (CD,20), since the apostolic office 
of bishops was instituted by Jesus Christ, and since it is 
directed towards a spiritual supernatural  end.  
  
Who are bishops? Among the offices exercised in the 
Church from the earliest times is  held by the  function of 
those who, through the appointment to the dignity and 
responsibility of bishop, and in virtue consequently  of the  
unbroken  succession are regarded as transmitters of the 
apostolic line. Thus, apostolic tradition  is manifested and 
preserved in the whole world by those who were made 
bishops by the apostles and by their successors down to 
own time (LG, 20). 
 
 The individual bishops are the visible source and 
foundation of unity in their own particular Churches.  It is 
in these and formed out of them that the one and unique 
catholic church exists. And  for that reason precisely each 
bishop represents his own church, whereas all, together 
with the Pope , represent the whole Church in a bond of 
peace, love and unity (LG 23).  As such, they exercise their 
pastoral office over the part of   the Family of God 
assigned to them: in carrying out this function the bishops 
are  assisted by priests and deacons.  
 
However, individual bishops  have responsibility for the 
welfare of the Church.  As a member of the Episcopal 
college, each bishop shares in the concern for all the 
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Churches in various ways.  The bishops exercise this care 
first  by administering well their own dioceses8, which is a  
portion  of the universal Church; secondly, they must 
have solicitude for the whole church,  and then  care 
especially  for the poor,  for those persecuted for the faith,  
and for missionaries  working throughout the world (LG, 
20). In the person of the bishops, to whom priests give 
assistance, the Lord Jesus, the supreme high priest is 
present among the faithful (LG 21). 
 
 Neighbouring particular Churches who share the same 
culture form ecclesiastical provinces or larger groupings 
called patriarchates or regions. The bishops of these 
groupings can periodically meet in synods or provincial 
councils 9 . Similarly, the Episcopal conferences 10  at the 
present time are able to contribute in many and fruitful 

                                                           
8  What is a diocese?. According to Vatican Council  II, adiocese is a 
portion of the People of God which is entrusted to a bishop to be cared for 
with the assistance of his presbiterium, so that adhering to its pastor, and 
gathered together by him in the Holy Spirit through the Gospel and the 
Eucharist, it might form a particular church in which the one, holy, 
catholic and apostolic Church of Christ is really present and active. 
Christus Dominus (Decree on  the Bishops‘  Pastoral Office in the Church), 
11; concerning the powers of the bishops on there own diocese, see 
CD,nn. 5,  8. 
9  Through these and other ways a bishop collegially contribute to the 
governing of the Church.  See Christus Dominus, n.5, 36. 
10  The Episcopal conference is a type of body in which the bishops of a 
particular nation or region exercise their pastoral office together, in order 
to increase the good which the Church offers to men, especially  by forms 
and methods of  the apostolate which are suitably adapted to the 
particular circumstances of the times (CD, 38). 
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ways to the concrete realization of the collegiate spirit  
(LG, 23§3). 
 
4.2.3 The Teaching Office 
 The teaching office of the college of bishops is called the 
―Magisterium.‖ Bishops, with priests as co-workers 11 , 
have as their first task "to preach the Gospel of God to all 
men."   They are "heralds of faith, who draw new disciples 
to Christ; they are authentic teachers" of the apostolic 
faith, that is, teachers  "endowed with the authority of 
Christ"(LG,25); they preach the faith to the people 
assigned to them, the faith which is destined to inform 
their thinking and direct their conduct; and under the 
light of the Holy Spirit they make that faith shine  forth; 
they make it bear fruit and with watchfulness they ward 
off whatever errors threaten their flock (cf. 2 Tim. 4:14; LG 
25). 
 
  The entire Church as a body is infallible because the 
Holy Spirit ensures that she will not err in matters of faith 
and morals.  In order to preserve the Church in the purity 
of the faith handed on by the apostles, Christ  conferred 
on her a share in his own infallibility. By a "supernatural 
sense of faith" the People of God, guided by the Church's  
Magisterium, adheres to this faith. 
 
The Catholic Church is by the will of Christ the teacher of 
truth. It is her duty to proclaim and teach with authority 

                                                           
11 These co-workers  include the  Parish Priest, his Curates or assistant 
Parish Priest, the priests or presbyters . 
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the  truth which is Christ and, at the same time, to declare 
and confirm by her authority the principles of the moral 
order which spring from human nature itself (Vatican II, 
Declaration on Religious Freedom, 14). It is in  this that the 
Magisterium of the Church consist.  
 
The mission of the Magisterium is linked to the  definitive 
covenant established by God with his people in Christ. It 
is this Magisterium's task to preserve God's people from 
deviations and defections and to guarantee them the 
objective possibility of professing the true faith without 
error. Thus, the pastoral duty of the Magisterium is aimed 
at seeing to it that the People of God abides in the truth 
that liberates.  To fulfill this service, Christ endowed the 
Church's shepherds with the charism of infallibility in 
matters of faith and morals.  
 

 The exercise of this charism takes several forms. This 
infallibility is exercised in a special way by the Pope and the 
bishops when together they teach what has been divinely 
revealed either in the   ordinary way by their day-to-day 
teaching  or the extraordinary way of an Ecumenical Council 
or the Pope himself. The Pope and  bishops  also together 
teach truths that flow from Divine Revelation or that  are 
closely related to it.  Sometimes, they teach these truth as 
being definitive, which means they must be firmly accepted 
and held. Sometimes they teach in a less than definitive way, 
which requires a religious submission of will and mind.   In 
particular: 
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 - The Pope, head of the college of bishops, enjoys this 
infallibility in virtue of his office, when, as supreme pastor 
and teacher of all the faithful - who confirms his brethren in 
the faith he proclaims by a definitive act a doctrine pertaining 
to faith or morals.  The infallibility promised to the Church is 
also present in the college or body of bishops when, together 
with  the Pope, they exercise the supreme Magisterium, 
above all in an Ecumenical Council. When the Church 
through its supreme Magisterium proposes a doctrine "for 
belief as being divinely revealed," and as the teaching of 
Christ, the definitions "must be adhered to with the 
obedience of faith" by the whole  People of God (Cf. DV, 10).   
For example, the bishops of the world defined and 
proclaimed a divinely revealed doctrine at the First Vatican 
Council (1869-1870): they proclaim the dogma of  papal 
infallibility. This infallibility extends as far as the deposit of 
divine Revelation itself, which must be religiously guarded 
and loyally and courageously expounded.421 In some cases, 
these doctrines have been explicitly defined; in others, they 
are universally considered to be an essential and irreformable 
element of the one Catholic faith.  
  
– The  bishops, taken individually, do  not enjoy the privilege 
of infallibility. Nonetheless, they proclaim infallibly the 
doctrine of Christ on the following conditions:  

―Divine assistance is also given to the successors of the 
apostles, teaching in communion with the successor of 
Peter, and, in a particular way, to the bishop of Rome, 
pastor of the whole Church, and preserving among 
themselves the bond of communion,  when, without 
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arriving at an infallible definition and without 
pronouncing in a "definitive manner," they propose in the 
exercise of the ordinary Magisterium a teaching that leads 
to better understanding of Revelation in matters of faith 
and morals, and thus  are in agreement that a particular 
teaching is to be held definitely and absolutely. To this 
ordinary teaching the faithful "are to adhere ... with religious 
assent" (CD, 25) which, though distinct from the assent of 
faith, is nonetheless an extension of it.‖ Quite apart from 
the cases of infallibility, the Magisterium of the Church 
should be adhere-to and followed (LG25). 
 
4.2.4. The Sanctifying Office 
How do the Bishops share in  and exercise the priestly 
office of Christ?  Invested with the fullness of the 
sacrament of  orders, the bishop is "the steward of the 
grace of the supreme priesthood,"(LG, 26) especially in the 
Eucharist. The  Eucharist is the centre of the life of the 
particular Church. The  bishop and priests sanctify the 
Church by their prayer and work, by their ministry of the 
word, and of the sacraments, the frequent and fruitful 
distribution of which they regulate by their authority, 
they sanctify the faithful.  They control the conferring of 
baptism, through which a sharing in the priesthood of 
Christ is granted. They are the original ministers of 
confirmation; it is they who confer sacred orders and  
regulate the discipline of Penance, and who diligently 
exhort and instruct their flocks to take the part that is 
theirs, in spirit of  faith and reverence, in the Liturgy and 
above all in the Holy Eucharist (LG,26). They sanctify her 
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by their example, "not as domineering over those in your 
charge but being examples to the flock."(1 Pt 5:3) Thus, 
"together with the flock entrusted to them, they may 
attain to eternal life."  (LG 26§3; CCC, 893). 
 
4.2.5. The Governing  Office 
 The bishops govern the particular Churches entrusted to 
them by their counsels, exhortations, and example, but in 
addition to that also by the authority and sacred power 
which indeed they ought to exercise so as to edify, for the 
spiritual development of their flock in truth and  holiness,  
in the spirit of service following the example of Lord Jesus 
(Cfr. Lk.22:26-27). 
 
  This power, which they exercise personally in the name 
of Christ, is proper, ordinary, and immediate, although its 
exercise is ultimately controlled by the supreme authority 
of the Church, and can be confined  within certain limits 
should the usefulness of the Church and the faithful 
require  that. But the bishops should not be thought of as 
vicars of the Pope. The Pope‘s ordinary and immediate 
authority over the whole Church does not annul, but on 
the contrary confirms and defends that of the bishops. The 
authority of the bishops must be exercised in communion 
with the whole Church under the guidance of the Pope. In 
virtue of this power bishops have a  right and a duty  
before  the Lord of  legislating for  and of passing 
judgment on their subjects, as well as of regulating 
everything that concerns the good  order of divine 
worship and of apostolate (LG, 27). 
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  The Good Shepherd ought to be the model and "form" of 
the bishop's pastoral office. Conscious of his own 
weaknesses, "the bishop . . . can have compassion for 
those who are ignorant and erring. He should not refuse 
to listen to his subjects whose welfare he promotes as of 
his very own children.... the faithful ... should be closely 
attached to the bishop as the Church is to Jesus Christ, 
and as Jesus Christ is to the Father" (LG, 27§2). 
  

4.2. The Lay Faithful  
 The term ―laity‖  is here understood to mean all the 
faithful except those in Holy Orders and those who 
belong to a religious state approved by the Church.  The 
faithful, as  members of the Family of God  by Baptism,   
share in their particular way in Christ‘s role as   priest, 
prophet, and king (which is understood  in terms of being 
shepherd of the people), and have their own part to play 
in the mission of the whole Christian people in the Church 
and in the World.  The laity exercise this role in the 
context of their lives within families, parish communities, 
civic communities, and the workplace. 
 

4.2.1. The Vocation of  Lay People 
Gathered together  in the People of God and established 
in the  body of Christ, the laity   - no matter  who  they are  
- have, as  living members, the vocation of applying to the 
building up of the Church and to its continual 
sanctification  all powers which they  have received from  
the goodness of the Creator and from the  grace of  Christ 
the  Redeemer.  
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 On account of their special vocation it is the responsibility 
of the laity to seek the kingdom of God by engaging in 
temporal affairs and directing them according to God's 
will.  It is  in a special way their duty  ―so to illuminate 
and order all temporal things with which they are closely 
associated that these may always be effected and grow 
according to Christ and maybe to the glory of the Creator 
and Redeemer‖ (LG 31§2). 
 
 The initiative of lay Christians is necessary. This is truer 
especially when the matter involves discovering or 
inventing the means for permeating social, political, and 
economic realities with the demands of Christian doctrine 
and life. This initiative is a normal element of the life of 
the Church. The Lay  Christians are in the front line of 
Church life. They in particular ought to have an ever-
clearer consciousness not only of belonging to the Church, 
but of being the Church. ―They  [lay faithful]  are the 
Church.‖ (CCC,899, citing Pius XII, Discourse, February 
20th, 1946; quoted in John Paul II, Christifideles Laici, 9).  On 
its part, addressing to all a fresh and insistent call to 
action, the Catholic Bishops‘ Conference of Nigeria 
(CBCN) appealed to the laity assume a shared 
responsibility: 
 
―Laymen should take up as their own  proper task the 
renewal of the temporal order. If the role of this hierarchy 
is to  teach and interpret authentically the norms of 
morality to be followed  in  this matter, it belongs  to the 
laity  without waiting passively for orders and directives, 



Edward Daniang Daleng, OSA 
 

 

254 

to take the initiative freely and to infuse a Christian Spirit 
into the mentality, customs, laws, and  structures of the 
community in which they live.‖ (CBCN, Communiqué, 
February 1972, in Peter  Schineller, SJ (Ed.),  The Church 
Teaches, pg.136)12. 
 
 Like all the faithful, lay  Christians   are entrusted by God 
with the apostolate by virtue of their Baptism and 
Confirmation. Moreover,  by sacrament, especially the 
Eucharist, their love  of God and  of man  is 
communicated and nourished. Therefore, they have the 
right and duty, individually or grouped in associations, to 
work so that the divine message of salvation may be 
known and accepted by everyone, and  to make the 
Church present and fruitful in the difficult places and 
circumstances. This duty is the more pressing when it is 
only through them that men and women can hear the 
Gospel and know Christ. Their activity in ecclesial 
communities is so necessary that, for the most part, the 
apostolate of the pastors cannot be fully effective without 
it. (CCC, 900; cf. LG, 33).  Since He wishes to continue His 
witness and His service through the laity also, Christ Jesus  
vivifies them with His spirit and ceaselessly impels them 
to accomplish every good and perfect work.  
 
 
 

                                                           
12 On the rights and duties of the lay faithful, see also LG 36-37; CIC, 
canons 224-231; 
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4.2.2.  The participation  in Christ's priestly office 
 Those whom he intimately joins to his life and mission  
he also gives a share in his priestly  office, to offer spiritual  
worship for the glory of the Father and the salvation of 
man. Therefore the laity, dedicated   to Christ and 
anointed by the Holy Spirit, are  called and prepared so 
that even richer fruits of the Spirit maybe produced in 
them. Their participation in Christ‘s priestly office  takes a 
variety of forms. ―For all their works, prayers, and 
apostolic undertakings, family and married life, daily 
work, relaxation of mind and body, if they are 
accomplished in the Spirit - indeed even the hardships of 
life if patiently born - all these become spiritual sacrifices 
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. In the celebration 
of the Eucharist these may most fittingly be offered to the 
Father along with the body of the Lord.‖   In other words,  
the daily gift of themselves in love and care for others, 
often done at great  personal costs, is a priestly offering 
that is joined to the sacrifice of Christ in the Eucharist. 
And so, worshipping everywhere by their holy actions, 
the laity consecrate the world itself to God, everywhere 
offering worship by the holiness of their lives (LG, 34). 
 
 The parents in particular specially share  in the office of 
sanctifying by leading a conjugal life in the Christian spirit 
and by seeing to the Christian education of their children. 
The exercise of the ministries of lector and acolyte when 
needed is yet another way, for  those having the necessary 
qualities, to  participate in the priestly office of Christ. 
―Lay people who possess the required qualities can be 
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admitted permanently to the ministries of lector and 
acolyte (Cf. CIC, can.230§1). ―When the necessity of the 
Church warrants it and when ministers are lacking, lay 
persons, even if they are not lectors or acolytes, can also 
supply for certain of their offices, namely, to exercise the 
ministry of the word, to preside over liturgical prayers, to 
confer Baptism, and to distribute Holy Communion in 
accord with the prescriptions of law" (CIC, can. 230§3).  
 

4.2.3. Participation in Christ's prophetic office 
   Christ fulfils this prophetic office not only  through  the 
clerics who teach in his name and by his power but also 
through the laity. He accordingly both establishes the laity  
as witnesses and provides them with the sense  or 
appreciation of the faith [sensus fidei] and the grace of the 
word  (Cfr. Acts 2:17-18; Apoc,19:10) so that the power of 
the Gospel may shine forth in mostly the family, social life 
(cf. LG, 12). Every  preacher and  each believer has  duty 
to   teach in order to lead others to faith. In other words, 
the laity become powerful heralds of the faith in things to 
be hoped for (Cf. Heb. 11:1) if they join unhesitating 
profession of faith to the life of faith.   
 
The apostolate of the laity, men and women,  is necessary 
to the  Church. The Church  can never be without the lay 
apostolate; it is something that derives from the lay 
person‘s very vocation as a Christian (AA,1). The lay 
apostolate is specially needed today for  many reasons 
(See AA,1).  Insisting that participation in Christ‘s 
prophetic office is not reserved solely to the hierarchy, the 
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CCC  and the CBCN outline  various ways in which lay 
persons are called to actively participate in this prophetic 
office. Thus, lay people should cooperate in the Church‘s 
work  of evangelisation and share in  her saving mission 
both in witnesses and living instruments. In particular, 
they can collaborate, being co-responsible member of the 
Church, in the following ways, among others:   
 Evangelization: In general, lay people fulfil their 

prophetic mission by evangelization, which is the 
proclamation of Christ by word and the testimony of 
life. For the lay faithful,  this evangelization acquires a 
specific property and peculiar efficacy because it is 
accomplished in the ordinary circumstances of the 
world (LG 35 §§1,2).  Lay people should teach in the 
schools, administer temporal affairs, collaborate in 
parish and diocesan activity,  establish and promote 
various forms of lay apostolate. The Lay faithful can 
foster knowledge and love of the missions, by 
encouraging vocations, by offering aids.  

 Ceasing every  occasion to announce Christ: Besides 
this witness of life, as true apostle  the lay person 
should be on the lookout for occasions of announcing 
Christ by word, either to unbelievers or to the faithful. 

 Collaborators as  formators or teachers in specialized 
areas: Lay people who are capable and trained may 
also collaborate in catechetical formation, in teaching 
the sacred sciences, and in use of the communications 
media. (CCC, 905, 906).  

 Engagement in party politics: ―The sacred task of the 
Christian providing food for the hungry, water  for the 
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thirsty, shelter for the homeless, schools and hospitals 
for all, can be promoted through active participation  
in politics. It makes these amenities available  on a 
large scale, through democratic principles.‖ (CBCN, 
Communiqué of February 1983, in: Peter Schineller, SJ  
(Ed.), The Church  Teaches,  pg.136). 

 Expert Adviser to Pastors and other Christian faithful:  
 "In accord with the knowledge, competence, and pre-
eminence which they possess, [lay people] have the 
right and even at times a duty to manifest to the sacred 
pastors their opinion on matters which pertain to the 
good of the Church, and they have a right to make 
their opinion known to the other Christian faithful, 
with due regard to the integrity of faith and morals 
and reverence toward their pastors, and with 
consideration for the common good and the dignity of 
persons." (CCC, 907, quoting CIC, can.212§2). 
 

It is necessary, however, to ensure and promote training 
of laity for apostolate. The training should be suited to  
the  type of apostolate to be performed (AA, 29, 31). 
 

4.2.4. Participation in Christ's Kingly Office 
How does the laity participate in  Christ‘s kingly office?: 

   Overcome the reign of sin and bring brethren to Christ: 
Through a proper use of the royal freedom 
communicated to them by Christ, the lay faithful  
are invited to, "by the self-abnegation of a holy life, 
overcome the reign of sin in themselves" (LG 36),  
in order that, by serving Christ in others, they may 
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in humility and patience bring their brethren to 
Christ the king.  In other words, like every faithful, 
the lay person is called, first of all, to be a king who 
knows how to rule his own person, exercising royal 
power over himself, inasmuch as he ―makes his 
own body an obedient subject and, by governing 
himself with suitable rigor, refuses to let his 
passions breed rebellion in his soul, for he exercises 
royal power over himself‖ (CCC, n.908, citing St. 
Ambrose, Psal. 118:14:30).    

 Promotion of  justice and moral values in the 
society: By uniting theirs forces  the laity should so 
remedy the institutions and conditions of the world 
when the latter are an inducement to sin, that these 
may be conformed to the norms of justice, 
favouring  the practice of virtue. ―By so doing they 
will impregnate culture and human works with a 
moral value." (LG 36 §3).  
The laity are in the unique position of being able 
directly to infuse culture and society with the 
Gospel.  In fact, the laity  have ―an irreplaceable 
task  of being the presence of the Church in the 
world, challenging the assignment of inculturating 
gospel values of Jesus in homes, businesses, 
political and educational institutions.‖ (CBCN, 
Pastoral Letter, Message to the Laity Faithful. 
Ibadan, 2002).13 

                                                           
13  Peter Schinneller, SJ,(ed.),  The Church Teaches: Stand of the  Catholic 
Bishops of  Nigeria  on  issues of Faith and Life, (Abuja: 2003), pg.137  
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The lay people are called by Jesus to spread His 
kingdom: the kingdom of truth and life, the 
kingdom of holiness and grace, the kingdom of 
Justice, love and peace. But the role of the  laity is, 
obviously, not limited to the human society: 
 
"The laity can also feel called, or be in fact called, to 
cooperate with their pastors in the service of the 
ecclesial community, for the sake of its growth and 
life. This can be done through the exercise of 
different kinds of ministries according to the grace 
and charisms which the Lord has been pleased to 
bestow on them." (CCC,910, quoting  Paul VI, 
Evangelii Nuntiandi, 73). Therefore: 

 The laity also  contribute to the vitality and  growth 
of the life of the Church through ministry as 
catechists and many other ministries.  Most of them 
are volunteers, but some have been called to serve 
as salaried   ministers. Working with their pastors, 
they enable the Church to witness to Christian faith 
and love before the world. 

  In the Church, lay people can cooperate in the 
exercise of this power  of governance  in accord 
with the norm of law.  So, the Church provides for 
their presence at particular councils, diocesan 
synods, pastoral councils; the exercise of the 
pastoral care of a parish, collaboration in finance 
committees, and participation in ecclesiastical 
tribunals, etc.  (Cfr. CIC, Canons 129§2; 443§4; 
463§§1-2; 511-512, 536; 517§2; 492§1; 5371421§2). 
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The  faithful  are expected to  distinguish carefully 
between the rights and the duties which they have as 
belonging to the Church and those which fall to them as 
members of the human society. They will strive to unite 
the two harmoniously. Besides, in every temporal affair, 
not only in times of conflict of demands, the faithful are to 
be guided by a Christian conscience;  the reason is that no 
human activity, even of the temporal order, can be 
withdrawn from God's dominion (LG 36§4).       
    
  "Thus, every person, through these gifts given to him, is 
at once the witness and the living instrument of the 
mission of the Church itself 'according to the measure of 
Christ's bestowal."' 

 
4.3.Consecrated Life 

  The state of life which is constituted by the profession of the 
evangelical counsels even though it  does not enter into the 
hierarchical structure of the Church, it certainly belongs  to 
Church‘s life and holiness (CCC, n. 914, citing LG 44§4). The 
CCC describes various form of the Consecrated life  that 
embrace the evangelical counsels, albeit in varying ways. 
 

4.3.1. Evangelical counsels, consecrated life 
  Through his teaching and example, Christ proposes the 
evangelical counsels to every disciple. The  evangelical 
counsels are  expressed in a great variety of ways.14 All the 
faithful are called to the perfection of charity. The Apostles 

                                                           
14 On what religious chastity, poverty and obedience imply, see Vatican 
Council  I, Perfectae  Caritatis, nn.13, 14, 15.   
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and the Fathers of the Church commend the Evangelical 
counsels as an ideal life; and so do the Doctors of the Church. 
Evangelical counsel, therefore,  constitute a gift of God  which  
the Church  has received from her Lord and which  by his 
grace she always safeguards.  For  those who freely follow the 
call to consecrated life, the  perfection of charity entails the 
obligation of practicing chastity in celibacy, poverty and 
obedience. The profession of these counsels, within a 
permanent state of life recognized by the Church,  
characterizes the life consecrated to God (LG 42-43; PC,1).  
Guided by the Holy Spirit, the Church authority has been at 
pains to give a right  interpretation of the counsels, to 
regulate their practice and also to set up stable forms of living 
embodying them (LG, 43). 
 
The religious state is  one  of the several ways of experiencing 
a "more intimate" consecration, rooted in Baptism and 
dedicated totally to God. 455 In the consecrated life, the  
faithful, moved by the Holy Spirit, propose to follow Christ 
more closely, to give themselves to God who is loved above 
all and, pursuing the perfection of charity in the service of the 
Kingdom, to signify and proclaim in the Church the glory of 
the world to come. 
 

4.3.2. One great tree, with many branches 
 Growing up from the Evangelical counsels, there is the  
wide-spreading tree that   branches out into various forms of 
the religious life lived in solitude or in community.  Different 
religious families came into existence:  in them  spiritual 
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resources are multiplied for the progress in holiness of their 
members and for the good of the entire People of God. 
 
  Who are Religious? From the very beginning of the Church 
there have been women and men who set out to follow Christ 
with greater liberty, and chosen to live in a radical witness   
by imitating him more closely, by practicing the evangelical 
counsels. They led lives dedicated to God, each in his own 
way. Many of them, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 
became hermits or founded religious families. Thesethe 
Church, with her authority, gladly accepted and approved. 
(Perfect Caritatis, Decree on the appropriate renewal of 
Religious Life, n 1) 
 
919 Bishops always strive to discern new gifts of consecrated 
life granted to the Church by the Holy Spirit; it is the 
Apostolic See who gives approval of new forms of 
consecrated life (Cf. CIC, can.605). 
 
 In general outline, the major forms of consecrated life in the 
Church can be briefly described as follows: 
 

4.3.3. The eremitic life  
  In this form of consecrated life, while not always professing 
the three evangelical counsels publicly, hermits devote their 
life to the praise of God and salvation of the world through a 
stricter separation from the world, the silence of solitude and 
assiduous prayer and penance. They manifest to everyone the 
interior aspect of the mystery of the Church, that is, personal 
intimacy with Christ. Unseen by the eyes of  men and 
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women, the life of the hermit is a silent preaching of the Lord, 
to whom he has surrendered his life simply because he is 
everything to him. Here is a particular call to find in the 
desert, in the thick of spiritual battle, the glory of the 
Crucified Jesus. (CCC, 920-921). 
 

4.3.4. Consecrated virgins 
 From apostolic times Christian virgins are those who, called 
by the Lord to cling only to him with greater freedom of 
heart, body, and spirit, have decided with the Church's 
approval to live in a state of virginity "for the sake of the 
Kingdom of heaven.  
 
 Virgins who,   following Christ more closely and are 
consecrated to God by the diocesan bishop according to the 
approved liturgical rite, are betrothed mystically to Jesus 
Christ; they are dedicated to the service of the Church.  By 
this solemn rite (Consecratio Virginum), the virgin is 
"constituted . . . a sacred person, a transcendent sign of the 
Church's love for Christ.(CCC, n.923, citing Ordo 
Consecrationis Virginum, Praenotanda 1)    
 
As with other forms of consecrated life,  the order of virgins 
establishes the woman living in the world (or the nun) in 
prayer, penance, service of her brethren, and apostolic 
activity, according to the state of life and spiritual gifts given 
to her.   
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4.3.5. Religious life 
  Religious life was born in the East during the first centuries 
of Christianity. It is lived within institutes canonically erected 
by the Church. Thus, it is distinguished from other forms of 
consecrated life by its liturgical character, public profession of 
the evangelical counsels, fraternal life led in common, and 
witness given to the union of Christ with the Church. 
 
  Religious life derives from the mystery of the Church. It is a 
gift she has received from her Lord. She offers this gift as a 
stable way of life to the faithful called by God to profess the 
counsels. Thus, the Church can both show forth Christ and 
acknowledge herself to be the Savior's bride. Religious life in 
its various forms is called to signify the very charity of God in 
the language of our time. 
 
  ―All religious, whether exempt or not, take their place 
among the collaborators of the diocesan bishop in his pastoral 
duty. From the outset of the work of evangelization, the 
missionary "planting" and expansion of the Church require 
the presence of the religious life in all its forms. "History 
witnesses to the outstanding service rendered by religious 
families in the propagation of the faith and in the formation 
of new Churches: from the ancient monastic institutions to 
the medieval orders, all the way to the more recent 
congregations" (CCC, 927).   
 
 Nigeria is blessed with presence of many examples of 
Religious  families or institutes, men and women, who 
embrace the Religious life,  for example  the Society of Jesus,   
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Congregation of the Oblates of the Virgin Mary,  Order of 
Preachers (Dominicans), the Order of the Discalced 
Carmelites; Order of St, Benedict; Sisters of the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus, Institute  of the Eucharistic Heart of Jesus, Daughters 
of Divine Love, Medical Missionaries of Mary. 
 

4.3.6. Secular institutes 
 While not a religious institute,  "a secular institute is an 
institute of consecrated life in which the Christian faithful 
living in the world strive for the perfection of charity and 
work for the sanctification of the world especially from 
within." (CCC, 828, quoting CIC, can.710). 
 
By a "life perfectly and entirely consecrated to [such] 
sanctification," the members of these institutes – men and 
women, lay and cleric - share in the Church's task of 
evangelization, "in the world and from within the world" 
(CIC, can.713§2). The institutes themselves ought to preserve 
their own special character, that is, their secular character, in 
order to be able to  carry out effectively and everywhere the 
apostolate  in the world, for which they were founded. "Their 
witness of a Christian life" aims "to order temporal things 
according to God and inform the world with the power of the 
gospel." They commit themselves to the evangelical counsels 
by sacred bonds and observe among themselves the 
communion and fellowship appropriate to their "particular 
secular way of life."472 
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4.3.7.  Societies of apostolic life 
 Together with the different forms of consecrated life are 
"societies of apostolic life whose members without religious 
vows pursue the particular apostolic purpose of their society, 
and lead a life as brothers or sisters in common according to a 
particular manner of life, strive for the perfection of charity 
through the observance of the constitutions. Among these 
there are societies in which the members embrace the 
evangelical counsels" according to their constitutions. (Cf. 
CIC, can.713). 
 

4.3.8. Consecration and mission 
 Already dedicated to him through Baptism, the person who 
surrenders himself to the God he loves above all else thereby 
consecrates himself more intimately to God's service and to 
the good of the Church. By this state of life consecrated to 
God, the Church manifests Christ and shows us how the 
Holy Spirit acts so wonderfully in her; and so, the first 
mission of those who profess the evangelical counsels is to 
live out their consecration. Moreover, "since members of 
institutes of consecrated life dedicate themselves through 
their consecration to the service of the Church they are 
obliged in a special manner to engage in missionary work, in 
accord with the character of the institute."  
 
In the Church, the consecrated life is seen as a special sign of 
the mystery of redemption. To follow and imitate Christ more  
closely and to manifest more clearly his self-emptying is to be 
more deeply present to one's contemporaries, in the heart of 
Christ. For those who are on this "narrower" path encourage 
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their brethren by their example, and bear striking witness 
"that the world cannot be transfigured and offered to God 
without the spirit of the Beatitudes" (LG, 31§2). 
 
 Whether their witness is public, as in the religious state, or 
less public, or even secret, Christ's coming remains for all 
those consecrated both the origin and rising sun of their life. 
  
 The preceding section   unveiled   some aspects of the 
richness of the Catholic Church concerning consecrated life.  
Catholics today are  encouraged to know   this way of life and 
share their faith with others, and in this way enabling them to 
know Christ. This is  evangelization. Many Christ‘s faithful 
dedicate themselves to this mission  as  a priority in Nigeria, 
indeed in Africa, guided by the bishops. Their effort help us 
recover the Great Commission of  Jesus Christ to evangelize 
the world. 
     
5. THE COMMUNION OF SAINTS 

5.1. Sense and Meaning of ―Communion of Saints‖ 
 After confessing "the holy catholic Church," the Apostles' 
Creed adds "the communion of saints." In a certain sense 
this article is a further explanation of the preceding, 
indicating that  the Church is no other thing if not the 
assembly of all the saints.477 The communion of saints is 
the Church. 
 
 This communion  in the Church, the Family of God,  has 
it basis and source in Christ,   and brought about through 
his Spirit. "Since all the faithful form one body, the good 
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of each is communicated to the others.... We must 
therefore believe that there exists a communion of goods 
in the Church. But the most important member is Christ, 
since he is the head.... Therefore, the riches of Christ are 
communicated to all the members, through the 
sacraments."   "As this Church is governed by one and the 
same Spirit, all the goods she has received necessarily 
become a common fund.‖ (CCC, 948). 
 
  The term "communion of saints", therefore, has two 
closely linked meanings: communion in holy things 
(sancta)" and "among holy persons (sancti).  For  example, 
during the celebration of the Holy Eucharist, ―The faithful 
(sancti) are fed by Christ's holy body and blood (sancta) to 
grow in the communion of the Holy Spirit (koinonia) and 
to communicate it to the world.‖ (CCC, n.948).  
 

5.2.Communion of Spiritual goods 
 In the Early Christian community, according to the Acts 
of Apostles, the disciples "devoted themselves to the 
apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of the 
bread and the prayers." (Act. 2:42).  The  experience of 
communion exists at a variety of levels or aspects of life 
among the followers of Jesus.   
   
a) Communion in the faith. The  faith of the Christ‘s faithful 

is the faith of the Church, received from the apostles. 
Faith is a treasure of life which is enriched by being 
shared. 
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b)  Communion of the sacraments: "The fruit of all the 
sacraments belongs to all the faithful. All the 
sacraments are sacred links uniting the faithful with 
one another and binding them to Jesus Christ, and 
above all Baptism, the gate by which we enter into the 
Church.‖ The  communion of saints  is understood, 
therefore, as the communion of the sacraments. The  
name 'communion' can be applied to all of them, for 
the sacraments, most suitably the Eucharist, unite us to 
God. It  is primarily the Eucharist that brings this 
communion about.   

 
c) Communion of charisms: Within the communion of the 

Church, the Holy Spirit "distributes special graces 
among the faithful of every rank" for the building up 
of the Church. Now, "to each is given the 
manifestation of the Spirit for the common good" (1 
Cor. 12:7). 

 
d)  "They had everything in common." "Everything the true 

Christian has is to be regarded as a good possessed in 
common with everyone else. All Christians should be 
ready and eager to come to the help of the needy . . . 
and of their neighbours in want." A Christian is a 
steward of the Lord's goods (Cf. Lk. 16:1, 3). 

 
e) Communion in charity. In the sanctorum communio,  

"None of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to 
himself." "If one member suffers, all suffer together; if 
one member is honoured, all rejoice together. Now you 
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are the body of Christ and individually members of it." 
"Charity does not insist on its own way." (1 Cor.13:5) 
In this solidarity with all men, living or dead, which is 
founded on the communion of saints, the least of our 
acts done in charity redounds to the profit of all. Every 
sin harms this communion. 

 
5.3.The Communion of the Church in Heaven and  earth 

  The three states of the Church. "When the Lord comes in 
glory, and all his angels with him, death will be no more 
and all things will be subject to him. But at the present 
time some of his disciples are pilgrims on earth. Others 
have died and are being purified, while still others are in 
glory, contemplating 'in full light, God himself triune and 
one, exactly as he is"' (CCC, 954, citing LG, n.49). In other 
words, as the same Lumen Gentium, n.49 explains,  we all  
in varying degrees and in different ways share in the same 
charity towards God and our neighbours, and we  sing the 
one hymn of glory to our God. All who are of Christ and 
who have his Spirit form one Church and in Christ cleave 
together. 
  
  So,  the union of the pilgrims  on earth with the brethren 
who died in Christ is  not interrupted, but on the contrary, 
according to the  faith of the Church, this union is 
reinforced by an exchange of spiritual goods.  
 
  The intercession of the saints. "Being more closely united to 
Christ, those who dwell in heaven fix the whole Church 
more firmly in holiness.... They do not cease to intercede 
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with the Father for us,... So by their fraternal concern is 
our weakness greatly helped."  
 
 Communion with the saints. "It is not merely by the title of 
example that we cherish the memory of those in heaven; 
we seek, rather, that by this devotion to the exercise of 
fraternal charity the union of the whole Church in the 
Spirit may be strengthened. Exactly as Christian 
communion among our fellow pilgrims brings us closer to 
Christ, so our communion with the saints joins us to 
Christ‖, from whom  issues all grace, and the life of the 
People of God itself.   
 
  Communion with the dead.  Fully conscious of this 
communion of the Family of God, the Church in its 
pilgrim members, ―from the very earliest days of the 
Christian religion, has honoured with great respect the 
memory of the dead; and 'because it is a holy and a 
wholesome thought to pray for the dead that they may be 
loosed from their sins' she offers her suffrages for them."  
Our prayer for them is capable not only of helping them, 
but also of making their intercession for us effective. 
In the one Family of God. "For if we continue to love one 
another and to join in praising the Most Holy Trinity - all 
of us who are sons of God and form one family in Christ - 
we will be faithful to the deepest vocation of the Church." 
 

6.   MARY: Mother of Christ, Mother of the Church 
Mary appears, in many ways,  as the first and most perfect member 
of the  Church 
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6.1.Mary:  the first and most perfect member of the Church  
The CCC had considered the Virgin Mary's role in the 
mystery of Christ and the Spirit (CCC, nn.484-507, 721-726).  
In this regard, it  presents Church‘s teaching  regarding, 
among others,: 

-  the  dogma of Immaculate Conception, according to 
which, in anticipation that she would bear  the Son of 
God, Mary was preserved from the  moment of her 
conception from Original Sin; No sin would touch her, 
so that she would be a fitting  and worthy vessel of the 
son of God. 

- Divine motherhood of Mary:  It is the faith of the 
Church that Mary is to be called the ―Mother of God‖ 
(CCC, n.495). 

- The  virginity of Mary: The Church has in her faith  
always confessed that Jesus was conceived solely by 
the power of ―the Holy Spirit without human seed‖. 
The gospel accounts understand the virginal 
conception of Jesus as a divine work that surpasses  all 
human understanding and possibility (CCC, n.497).  
Moreover, the Church proclaims Mary‘s real and 
perpetual virginity; Mary is the  ―Ever-Virgin‖, that is, 
she was a  Virgin, both in conceiving Jesus,  in giving 
birth to him, and she remained virgin ever after giving  
birth to the Son of God made man, Jesus. In fact, 
Christ‘s birth ―did not diminish his mother‘s virginal 
integrity but sanctified it.‖  (CCC, nn.499-503). 
―At once virgin and mother, Mary is the symbol and 
the most perfect realization of the Church‖.  
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Subsequently, the CCC proceeds (in nn.963- 975) to  consider 
the  place of Mary  in the mystery of the Church. "The Virgin 
Mary . . . is acknowledged and honoured as being truly the 
Mother of God and of the redeemer.... She is 'clearly the 
mother of the members of Christ' ... since she has by her 
charity joined in bringing about the birth of believers in the 
Church, who are members of its head."  Mary is the Mother of 
Christ, and the Mother of the Church.   
 
As  Vatican Council II reminds us, Mary is a member of the 
Church. She ―occupies a place  in the Church which is the 
highest after Christ and also closest to us‖ (LG, n.54).  She is 
the first and greatest of all the disciples of Jesus. Responding 
to God‘s  call on  her, the Virgin of Nazareth, to  be the 
Mother of the  Saviour, his Son (Lk 1:26-38),  she consents to 
this call with profound  faith and trust. Thus, she gave to the 
world the Life that renews  all things, and who was  enriched 
by God with gifts appropriate to such a role‖ (LG, n.56). 
 
  Mary as Mother  of the Church  

To  begin with, Mary's role in the Church is inseparable 
from her union with Jesus Christ and flows directly from 
it. She  is wholly united to her Son, Jesus, in his work of 
salvation. "This union of the mother with the Son in the 
work of salvation is made manifest from the time of 
Christ's virginal conception up to his death" (LG, n.57). It is 
made manifest above all at the hour of his Passion. From 
the Cross,  Jesus entrusted  his beloved disciple to Mary, 
telling him to see her as his own mother (Jn.19: 27). ―Thus 
the Blessed Virgin advanced in her pilgrimage of faith, and 
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faithfully persevered in her union with her Son unto the 
cross. (CCC, n. 964, citing LG, 58).‖   
 

After her Son's Ascension, Mary "aided the beginnings of the 
Church by her prayers."504 In her association with the 
Apostles and several women,  Mary by her prayers implores 
the gift of the  Holy Spirit. Mary continues to pray before God 
for the Church and all humanity. 
  
Like Mary, the Church has a maternal role,  by giving birth to 
people in Christ.  The Church can never cease to look at 
Mary, who gave birth to Jesus Christ.  The Church 
contemplates Mary‘s motherhood  in order to  carry out her 
own vocation to be mother of the members of the Family of 
God, the Church.  
 
Also like Mary, the Church  is virginal.  The description of the 
Church as a virginal is used in  spiritual sense of the 
undivided heart and of fidelity to the union with him begun 
at baptism and continued in the other Sacraments. 
 
   In the mystery of  her Assumption body and soul  into 
heaven, Mary experiences immediately  what we all will 
experience eventually – a bodily resurrection like Christ‘s 
own. "Finally the Immaculate Virgin, preserved free from all 
stain of original sin, when the course of her earthly life was 
finished, was taken up body and soul into heavenly glory, 
and exalted by the Lord as Queen over all things, so that she 
might be the more fully conformed to her Son, the Lord of 
lords and conqueror of sin and death." The Assumption of the 
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Blessed Virgin is a singular participation in her Son's 
Resurrection and an anticipation of the resurrection of other 
Christians. (CCC, n.966, citing LG, n.59; cf. Pius XII, 
Munificientissimus Deus (1950): Denzinger: 5903).  
 
 Mary  is our Mother in the order of grace. By her complete 
adherence to the Father's will, to his Son's redemptive work, 
and to every prompting of the Holy Spirit, the Virgin Mary is 
the Church's model of faith and charity. Thus she is a 
"preeminent and . . . wholly unique member of the Church"; 
indeed, she is the "exemplary realization" (typus) of the 
Church. (CCC, n.967). 
 
 Her role in relation to the Church and to all humanity goes 
still further. "In a wholly singular way she cooperated by her 
obedience, faith, hope, and burning charity in the Saviour's 
work of restoring supernatural life to souls. For this reason 
she is a mother to us in the order of grace" (LG 61). 
 

6.2.Mary‘s  Maternal  Intercession 
In some  modern cultures and/or among some  communities  
of  believers in God, there can  be  as a certain discomfort  
with praying for  Mary‘s intercession on our behalf. This 
appears to be a mediating  role that crosses a line set out in 
the First Letter to Timothy: ―For there is  one God.  There is 
also one mediator between God and the human race, Christ 
Jesus, himself human who gave himself as a ransom for all‖ 
(1 Tim 2:5).  Therefore, Jesus Christ is the one and only  
mediator. Jesus  alone  is  the Saviour . 
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  But this does not deny the possibility that Christ would 
permit others to share in his mediating role.  Here on earth 
we   normally ask  others for prayers.  Instinctively, we turn 
to people for their prayers because  they seem nearer to God. 
Why would we stop asking saints for their prayers after they 
die? If we believe they are in heaven, would not their prayers 
be even more effective?. Asking others for prayers, it  seems 
to me,  reflects a basic anthropological or human  disposition, 
besides being a spiritual need, and  unveils fundamental  
truth about us  humans and  need for  humility and trust in 
others.  
 
 Thus, "This motherhood of Mary in the order of grace 
continues uninterruptedly from the consent which she loyally 
gave at the Annunciation and which she sustained without 
wavering beneath the cross, until the eternal fulfilment of all 
the elect. Taken up to heaven she did not lay aside this saving 
office but by her manifold intercession continues to bring us 
the gifts of eternal salvation .... Therefore the Blessed Virgin is 
invoked in the Church under the titles of Advocate, Helper, 
Benefactress, and Mediatrix." (LG, 62).  
 
 The unique place of Christ as the sole Mediator is 
reemphasised. "Mary's function as mother of men in no way 
obscures or diminishes this unique mediation of Christ, but 
rather shows its power. But the Blessed Virgin's salutary 
influence on men . . . flows forth from the superabundance of 
the merits of Christ, rests on his mediation, depends entirely 
on it, and draws all its power from it." (LG 60) "No creature 
could ever be counted along with the Incarnate Word and 
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Redeemer; but just as the priesthood of Christ is shared in 
various ways both by his ministers and the faithful, and as 
the one goodness of God is radiated in different ways among 
his creatures, so also the unique mediation of the Redeemer 
does not exclude but rather gives rise to a manifold 
cooperation which is but a sharing in this one source." (LG, 
62) 
 

6.3. Devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary.  
  "All generations will call me blessed": The Church's 
devotion to the Blessed Virgin is intrinsic to Christian 
worship (Lk.1:48; Paul VI, Enc. Marialis Cultus,56)  The 
Church rightly honours  the Blessed Virgin with special 
devotion. From the most ancient times the Blessed Virgin 
has been honoured with the title of 'Mother of God,' to 
whose protection the faithful fly in all their dangers and 
needs.  This very special devotion differs essentially from 
the adoration which is given to the incarnate Word and 
equally to the Father and the Holy Spirit, and greatly 
fosters this adoration.   The liturgical feasts dedicated to 
the Mother of God and Marian prayer, such as the rosary, 
an "epitome of the whole Gospel," express this devotion to 
the Virgin Mary (CCC, 971). 
 

6.4. Mary - Eschatological Icon of the Church 
  In the Mary, Virgin and Mother, we contemplate what the 
Church already is in her pilgrimage of faith, and what the 
Church will become in heaven at the end of her journey. 
There,  the Church is awaited by the one  she venerates as 
Mother of her Lord and as her own mother – Jesus Christ. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN I Believe In the Holy Catholic Church:  The Significance, Scope and Richness of an Article of Faith 
 

 

279 

In the meantime the Mother of Jesus, in the glory which she 
possesses in heaven, is the image and beginning of the 
Church as it is to be perfected in the world to come. Likewise 
she shines forth on earth until the day of the Lord shall come, 
a sign of certain hope and comfort to the pilgrim People of 
God. ―Mary figured profoundly in the history of salvation 
and in a certain way unites and mirrors within herself the 
central truths of the faith‖ (LG, n.66).   
 
FINAL REMARKS 
This article presents the teachings of the CCC concerning that 
part of the Christian Creed (Art.9) relating to faith in the 
Catholic Church.  It attempts to be comprehensive  and, often 
drawing from the texts of the CCC and Vatican Council II,  I 
have  touched on all  the  main themes  the Catechism treats. 
When it professes her faith, saying  ―I believe in the holy 
Catholic Church‖, the  Catholic Community means much 
deeper,  inclusive and engaging than what, on a face value, 
these few words might seem to signify. The Catholic 
community acknowledges that the Church reflects the light of 
Christ and, as such, the Church herself is a mystery. 
Conscious of her origin in the Holy Trinity, the Church, sent 
by Christ her founder and following his example,   has a 
mission in the world.  
 
 The Church recognises herself as a Family of God, the People 
of God. This People of God is priestly, prophetic and kingly 
people, sharing in these same offices of Christ. We saw that 
the Church is seen also as the Temple of the Holy Spirit, and 
as a Communion with Christ. Historically, other appropriate 
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images and figures were used to describe her, in the 
unceasing attempt to better grasp the inexhaustible mysteries 
of Christ and of his Church. 
 
A closer look at the four characteristics or marks of the 
Church - The Church is one, holy, catholic and apostolic – 
shows her richness, reveals the presence and working of the 
Holy Trinity in her identity, life and mission but also permits 
us to see the challenges that these characteristics presents to 
Christians, individually and as community, today in relation, 
for example to ecumenism and inter-religious dialogue, to  
promotion of missionary activity Believing  in the Catholic 
Church involves greater awareness of who we are as  
members of this Family – whether hierarchy (Clerics), laity  
and consecrated persons - and what are complementary roles 
and ministries are as we carry out our mission of proclaim the 
Kingdom of God.   
 
The Church is composed, as we saw, of not only  the pilgrims 
on  earth but also of our departed faithful who are in heaven 
(the  Saints) – who  intercede for us and we imitate -  and 
those  in purgatory, for whose favour we offer prayers. 
 
Greatest among the saints and above all creatures is the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, herself a pre-eminent member of the 
Church. The Christian faithful rightly invoke her as the 
Mother   of the Church, seek her maternal intercession, and 
renew our filial devotion to her, because she is the Mother of 
Christ Our Lord.   To Profess faith ―in the holy Catholic 
Church‖ is, therefore, an honour, a commitment and a 
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challenge - to follow Christ and to love and feel with His 
Church sent to proclaim the word to a world that always 
needs the Gospel message and values. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

I Believe in the Forgiveness of Sins 
 

By 
Samuel Anjah, Cmf 

St Michael‟s Parish, Johannesburg 
 

Introduction 
The Judaeo-Christian writings (Old and New Testaments) 
contain many assurances about the mercy of God. God 
creates man out of love and never abandons him. He 
continues to nurture him with His unfailing love and 
kindness. He understands the creature that he made from 
clay and vivified with the word of His mouth. He knows that 
this creature of His, due to the freedom he has, sometimes 
opts for direction from voices other than the life- giving voice 
of God.  
 
The church, a symbol of God‘s voice, is a sound instrument 
from which proceeds God‘s soothing and tender voice of 
loving compassion and mercy. Let us look at the importance 
of this creedal clause: ―l believe in the Forgiveness of sins,‖ 
and the channels through which we can reap the fruits of this 
belief (the sacraments). We shall then conclude with the 
implications for individual and socio-political salvation of 
belief in the forgiveness of sins. 
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The importance of belief in the forgiveness of sins in 
scripture 

The account of man‘s fall in Genesis 3 gives us a picture of 
man as a being with yearnings for that which he doesn‘t 
have. He is tempted to go for that which he has yet no 
experience of and this yearning for novelty and supreme 
control of all that is possible makes him deviate from his 
supreme call: to know only God, love only God and to serve 
him alone all the time. We are told Eve listened to the Serpent 
and from then on, she and her husband, Adam, had to always 
struggle to discern which voice to listen to or to take 
directions from. God inspires prophets and then Jesus, his 
son, to summon mankind to trust and accept his offer of 
embrace after the broken covenant. 
 

The prophets and call to belief in the mercy of God 
It is interesting that the Hebrew word that we translate as 
mercy, hesed, is a word that incorporates many things and 
does not just refer to the limited English understanding of 
mercy as a positive response to being offended. That is, we 
often talk of mercy when there are issues to be sorted out and 
when we are already offended. Hesed indicates a quality that 
is part of the essence of God‘s being: loving kindness and 
steadfastness in compassion to all his creatures:  ―In an 
outburst of anger I hid My face from you for a moment; but 
with everlasting loving kindness (hesed) I will have 
compassion on you," Says the LORD your Redeemer‖ (Isa 
54:8). ―For the mountains may be removed and the hills may 
shake, but my loving kindness (hesed) will not be removed 
from you, and my covenant of peace will not be shaken," Says 

http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Isa%2054.8
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Isa%2054.8
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the LORD who has compassion on you‖ (Isa 54:10). ―The 
LORD'S loving kindnesses (hesed) indeed never cease, for 
His compassions never fail‖ (Lam 3:22). 
 

Jesus’ invitation to believe in the forgiveness of sins 
God, who is slow to anger and rich in mercy, never leaves 
Eve and Adam to the confusing internal condition of having 
to live with one‘s attention torn between two conflicting 
visions. He demonstrates his power by forgiving man and 
making his voice of loving compassion loud and clear. He 
sends Jesus, his lamb, to take away the sin of the world, so 
that all who accept him will be happy as we say always in the 
mass: ―Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of 
the world, happy are those called to the supper of the Lamb‖. 
It becomes clear, then, why the Lamb of God, Jesus, dedicated 
so much time demonstrating the mercy of God. In Luke 
chapter 15, there are parables that open our eyes to the 
merciful nature of God. He spares no effort in seeking after 
the lost ones. His disposition to neglect the wrong done is 
certain. The sinner only needs to realize, like the prodigal son, 
that being away from the Father on one‘s own terms, will 
never be the solution to a blessed and happy life.  
 
The sacraments as channels of God’s forgiving love 

1. I believe in baptism for the remission of sins 
The sacrament of baptism signifies our initiation into the life 
of Jesus Christ. It also marks our formal membership in a 
community that professes belief in God the Father, the Son 
and Holy Spirit. Jesus through his conquer of temptation, 
unlike Adam and Eve, conquers the sin also of Adam and 

http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Isa%2054.10
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Samuel Anjah, Cmf 
 

 

286 

Eve. Thus, our initiation into a life with Jesus, also marks our 
new birth with him and puts away the sin of Adam and Eve 
which we had prior to our baptism in Christ. The traditional 
language says ―we are cleansed from original sin‖. We accept 
a new nature. As Paul tells Titus, ―For we ourselves were 
once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various 
passions and pleasures, passing days in malice and envy, 
hated by men and hating one another; but when the goodness 
and loving kindness of God our Saviour appeared, he saved 
us, not because of deeds done by us in righteousness, but in 
virtue of his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 
renewal in the Holy Spirit, which he poured out upon us 
richly through Jesus Christ our Saviour, so that we might be 
justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of eternal life‖ 
(Tit. 3.3-7). 
 
2. The significance of the Eucharist as a meal of 

reconciliation 
In ordinary daily friendship, sharing a meal with someone is 
often a moment of strengthening relationships. This 
strengthening of relationship goes some way to take care of 
lapses that due to our finitude as human beings, often 
without our full awareness, do exist. The Body of Christ is a 
meal that strengthens our bonds with the Trinity, the source 
of love. As we said earlier, love is the fountain from which 
flows forgiveness. This aspect of the Eucharist as a sharing in 
God‘s merciful banquet is not often emphasized. Hence, 
some, often, think that the Holy Communion is a reward for 
worthiness. Of course, it is important to approach the 
sacrament with all the dignity that it demands; what in 
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traditional language we refer to as ―being in a state of grace‖. 
Nevertheless, let‘s not lose sight of the fact what we always 
say, in response to the invitation to come and eat of the 
supper of the Lamb, that,― Lord l am not worthy that you 
should enter under my roof, but only say the word and my 
soul shall be healed.‖  But from what? From all the sins that 
oppose the values that the Lamb of God symbolizes when he 
gives us the gift of himself: selfishness, cynicism, bigotry, 
unfriendliness, etc. 
 
3. The Sacrament of Reconciliation and Peace 
We are offered the space to acknowledge our imperfections 
through this sacrament. It is also a sacrament that makes 
evident our trust in a God who forgives and welcomes back 
his strayed children. As the Letter to the Hebrews rightly 
encourages, ―For surely it is not with angels that he is 
concerned but with the descendants of Abraham. Therefore, 
he had to be made like his brethren in every respect, so that 
he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the 
service of God, to make expiation for the sins of the people‖ 
(2.16-17); therefore, ―Let us then with confidence draw near 
to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find 
grace to help in time of need‖ (4.16). 
 
The Implications of the Belief in the forgiveness of Sins for 

Individual and Socio-political Salvation 
Findings in religious sociology continue to remind us of the 
role religious belief plays in the shaping of individual 
character and the values that shape the worldview of a 
society. It is interesting how such political theorists like 
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Hannah Arendt have reflected extensively on the value of 
forgiveness in political negotiations. Interests, surely, clash, 
and consequently, conflicts become inevitable; thus you need 
people to learn to think outside of their immediate interests 
and by doing that, necessarily, have to let go their cherished 
dreams in favour of other noble dreams by other members of 
society. Often, due to human pride, injuries occur in the 
course of these negotiations; hence the need for reconciliation 
and healing of injuries. Our belief ―in the forgiveness of sins‖ 
necessarily implies that our involvement in political life will 
have to be different from that of a professed cunning 
politician, who, unguided by faith, either gets his or her own 
wish done or sends fellow competitors to the grave. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 
I believe in the Resurrection of the Body 

 
By 

Samuel Anjah, Cmf 
St Michael‟s Parish, Johannesburg 

 
Introduction  
It is important that we Christians really fix our gaze on this 
clause of the creed and also make it popular. This is because 
the body has often, in many religious traditions and even 
among some Christians, being seen as a worthless thing that 
decays and nothing comes out of it again. I think that it is 
important for us to first of all look at the human person as 
presented in the Bible. Then we shall look at how the 
resurrection has been progressively understood from Old 
Testament times to the New Testament and then by the 
Fathers. We shall finally look at the doctrinal significance of 
believing in the resurrection as Christians. 
 

The human being in the Scriptures 
In both testaments, man is presented as a composite being. 
He is composed of body and soul. The two are not neatly 
separable in the sense of putting each thing in a certain area 
and restricting it from having contact with another. Man is a 
totality. The Catechism expresses it well when it states that,  

The human person, created in the image of God, is a 
being at once corporeal and spiritual. The biblical 
account expresses this reality in symbolic language 
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when it affirms that "then the LORD God formed man 
of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils 
the breath of life; and man became a living being. Man, 
whole and entire, is therefore willed by God. . . . The 
unity of soul and body is so profound that one has to 
consider the soul to be the "form" of the body: i.e., it is 
because of its spiritual soul that the body made of 
matter becomes a living, human body; spirit and 
matter, in man, are not two natures united, but rather 
their union forms a single nature (CCC Nos  362-65). 

Hence, even when at death, the immortal soul remains on 
while the flesh decays, the body is raised by the power of the 
same God who breathed life into man at the beginning of 
creation. As scripture rightly says, ―lf the spirit of him who 
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised 
Christ Jesus from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies 
also through his Spirit who dwells in you‖ (Rom. 8.11).  
 

The Resurrection in the Old Testament 
The Catechism of the Church very rightly acknowledges that, 
―God revealed the resurrection of the dead to his people 
progressively. Hope in the bodily resurrection of the dead 
established itself as a consequence intrinsic to faith in God as 
creator of the whole man, soul and body. The creator of 
heaven and earth is also the one who faithfully maintains his 
covenant with Abraham and his posterity. It was in this 
double perspective that faith in the resurrection came to be 
expressed‖ (No 992). This means that the people of God have 
always, even though in a dim way we might say, right from 
Old Testament times, believed that God who created man, 
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body and soul, is capable of saving him/her as a whole. The 
key is always faith; just as Abraham and others mentioned in 
Hebrews 11 were saved by faith. Let us look now at those 
instances in the Old Testament that express belief in the 
resurrection at that period of revelation. 
 
The Maccabean martyrs were persecuted cruelly by 
Antiochus IV. They were confronted with the challenge of 
deserting their faith and going after the pleasures and 
luxuries which belief in the Greek way of life would afford. 
They, however, believed that life was more than those 
pleasures and luxuries. They believed strongly that God 
would raise them to another life even if their earthly life was 
terminated. Their conviction was firm and clear that ―The 
King of the universe will raise us up to an everlasting 
renewal of life, because we have died for his laws‖ (2Macc. 
7.9). Strong attachment to the law was the source of their 
resolve even to die; the Law of God is God‘s saving word 
which gives life to all who receive it with joy and cling to it 
with firmness. As says the psalmist, ―Even though princes sit 
plotting against me, thy servant will meditate on thy 
statutes… My soul cleaves to the dust; revive me according to 
thy word!‖ (119.23, 25). Thus, the Maccabeans said, ―One 
cannot but choose to die at the hands of men and cherish the 
hope that God gives of being raised again by him‖ 
(2Macc.7.14).The book of Daniel also expresses firm belief in 
the resurrection when the writer notes that, "Many of those 
that sleep in the dust of the earth, shall awake: some unto life 
everlasting, and others unto reproach, to see it always" (Dan. 
12.2/12). Job‘s words expressing belief in the resurrection of 
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the body show the strong faith he had in God when he found 
himself in pain and anguish over the misfortunes that befell 
him. He clings to God, the author of life and one that stands 
above all finite conditions. He said, "I know that my 
Redeemer lives, and in the last day I shall rise out of the 
earth. And I shall be clothed again with my skin, and in my 
flesh I shall see God. Whom I myself shall see, and my eyes 
shall behold, and not another; this hope is laid up in my 
bosom" (Job 19:25-27). 
 

The Resurrection in the New Testament 
 In one of his Wednesday audiences while he was the pope, 
Blessed John Paul II gave this catechesis which helps us to 
understand how the resurrection is understood in New 
Testament times and especially by St Paul. He writes:  

The resurrection of Christ is the last and the fullest 
word of the self-revelation of the living God as "not 
God of the dead, but of the living" (Mk 12:27). It is the 
last and fullest confirmation of the truth about God 
which is expressed right from the beginning through 
this revelation. Furthermore, the resurrection is the 
reply of the God of life to the historical inevitability of 
death, to which man was subjected from the moment 
of breaking the first covenant and which, together with 
sin, entered his history. This answer about the victory 
won over death is illustrated by the First Letter to the 
Corinthians (ch. 15) with extraordinary perspicacity. It 
presents the resurrection of Christ as the beginning of 
that eschatological fulfilment, in which, through him 
and in him, everything will return to the Father, 
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everything will be subjected to him, that is, handed 
back definitively, "that God may be everything to 
everyone" (1 Cor 15:28). And then—in this definitive 
victory over sin, over what opposed the creature to the 
Creator—death also will be vanquished: "The last 
enemy to be destroyed is death‖ (1 Cor. 15.26). 
 

The Fathers of the Church and the Resurrection of the Body 
A little bit of familiarity with the Fathers of the Church is 
enough to quickly draw one‘s attention to the practical and 
concrete way they used in approaching matters of faith. 
Justin Martyr has this to say:  

Indeed, God calls even the body to resurrection and 
promises it everlasting life. When he promises to save 
the man, he thereby makes his promise to the flesh. 
What is man but a rational living being composed of 
soul and body? Is the soul by itself a man? No, it is but 
the soul of a man. Can the body be called a man? No, it 
can but be called the body of a man. If, then, neither of 
these is by itself a man, but that which is composed of 
the two together is called a man, and if God has called 
man to life and resurrection, he has called not a part, 
but the whole, which is the soul and the body" (The 
Resurrection 8 [A.D. 153]). 
 

The Significance of Belief in the Resurrection of the Body 
Our belief that God will raise our mortal flesh to become 
immortal is hinged on our belief that He raised Jesus His son 
from death. As St. Paul strongly argues in 1Corinthians 15, ―lf 
Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still 
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in your sins. Then those who have fallen asleep in Christ have 
perished. If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are 
of all men most to be pitied. But in fact Christ has been raised 
from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep‖ 
(17-20). The implication of this for faith and practice is well 
expressed by Thomas Rausch, SJ. He notes that, ―Belief in the 
Resurrection of the body means that God brings the whole 
person to life; it means that each of us hopes one day to come 
into God‘s presence as the person we have been and are, with 
our memory, our personality, and our relationships-most of 
all our relationship with God- all of which constitute the most 
important aspects of our personal identity‖ (l Believe in God, 
p.153). 
 
Conclusion  
Believing in the resurrection of the body challenges us to see, 
with Paul, that, our bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit 
and God cherishes every aspect of our lives: material and 
spiritual. 
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By 
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St Michael‟s Parish, Johannesburg 
 

Introduction  
It is true that life everlasting or eternal life is usually thought 
of by many as something that begins after death. Ask any 
average Christian what he or she understands by eternal life 
and the person tells you it is life after death. This is only a 
partial truth and when it is taken as the whole truth, then, it 
becomes doctrinally unhelpful, so to say. Eternal life begins 
with our acceptance of Jesus Christ as the ―way the truth and 
the life‖. It begins at our baptism. 
 
 To believe in the resurrection of the body translates to 
expressing belief in life that is not destroyed even by death.  
As Paul well notes in 1 Corinthians 15, ―lf for this life only we 
have hoped in Christ, we are of all men most to be pitied‖ 
(19). Belief in life everlasting means we are a community of 
hope and trust in Jesus who gives us the ―bread of life‖ so 
that all who eat of this bread will live forever (cf. Jn. 6:51). 
 
But what is eternal life or life everlasting? We shall first try to 
understand what eternal life means, mainly from scriptures 
and the insights of Pope Benedict XVI. Then we shall look at 
human destiny by exploring the meaning of those traditional 
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concepts of Heaven, Purgatory and Hell. Finally, we shall see 
the implications of believing in ―life everlasting‖ for faith and 
practice. 
 

Eternal Life in the Scriptures 
In the New Testament, eternal life is strongly linked with 
recognition of Jesus as the one who saves and redeems 
mankind from the darkness of sin. In John‘s gospel, we see 
the theme of life and the redemption of the world as key to 
the mission of Jesus. He comes so that we ―may have life and 
have it in abundance‖ (10:10). The life he comes to give us is 
the life of God and that is why it is called eternal. God the 
almighty is the creator of heaven and earth and exists 
unconditioned by temporality. Life with Him, therefore, is 
not subject to the changes of time. The gospel of John puts it 
thus: ―And this is eternal life, that they know thee the only 
true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent‖ (17:3). To 
know God for Christians is to accept from one‘s heart and 
profess with one‘s lips that Jesus is from God and truly 
represents God as his Word made flesh. Thus, Peter would 
confess in the power of this Word of God to give eternal life 
when he says: ―Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the 
words of eternal life; and we have believed, and have come to 
know, that you are the Holy One of God‖ (Jn. 6:68-69). This 
word of God proceeds from love and the life it creates is a life 
of love. John‘s gospel witnesses to this in these popular 
words: ―For God so love the world that he gave his only Son, 
that whoever believes in him should not perish but have 
eternal life‖ (3.16). For Paul, as well, eternal life is life that is 
lived in Christ Jesus. In Christ (έν κριστώ), for Paul, is a 
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significant expression. William Barclay makes an insightful 
commentary on this phrase of Paul by noting that Paul‘s 
thinking, "Just as all men live in the air, and cannot live 
without air, so the Christian lives in Christ... To be in Christ is 
to live a life in which Christ is the atmosphere which we 
breathe" (The Mind of Paul, p.130). The implication of being 
―in Christ‖ informs such strong Pauline affirmations as: 
―There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 
For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free 
from the law of sin and death… If the Spirit of him who 
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised 
Christ Jesus from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies 
also through his Spirit who dwells in you‖ (Rm.8:1-11). 
 

The Insights of Pope Benedict XVI on Eternal Life 
In his Encyclical Letter, Spe Salvi, Pope Benedict touches on 
the theme of eternal life by first of all asking what eternal life 
is. He then says: ―In the search for an answer, I would like to 
begin with the classical form of the dialogue with which the 
rite of Baptism expressed the reception of an infant into the 
community of believers and the infant's rebirth in Christ. First 
of all the priest asked what name the parents had chosen for 
the child, and then he continued with the question: ―What do 
you ask of the Church?‖ Answer: ―Faith‖. ―And what does 
faith give you?‖ ―Eternal life‖.  According to this dialogue, 
the parents were seeking access to the faith for their child, 
communion with believers, because they saw in faith the key 
to ―eternal life‖. Today as in the past, this is what being 
baptized, becoming Christians, is all about: it is not just an act 
of socialization within the community, not simply a welcome 



Samuel Anjah, Cmf 
 

 

298 

into the Church. The parents expect more for the one to be 
baptized: they expect that faith, which includes the corporeal 
nature of the Church and her sacraments, will give life to 
their child—eternal life‖ (Spe Salvi No. 10). But how will life 
be like without death? There are stories of people whom, 
upon reaching a hundred and ten years or more, yearn to die. 
Thus, what does it mean to live eternally? Pope Benedict in 
the same Encyclical responds to the above questions. His 
answer to what eternal life really means could also be found 
in his book, Jesus of Nazareth, Holy Week: From the Entrance into 
Jerusalem to the Resurrection. There, he writes: ―Eternal life‖ is 
not –as the modern reader might immediately assume-life 
after death, in contrast to this present life, which is transient 
and not eternal. ―Eternal life‖ is life itself, real life, which can 
also be lived in the present age and is no longer challenged 
by physical death… This meaning of ―eternal life‖ appears 
very clearly in the account of the raising of Lazarus: ―He who 
believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever 
lives and believes in me shall never die‖ (Jn. 11:25-26) (pp.82-
3). 
 

The Human destiny 
Traditional language uses the terms Heaven, Hell and 
Purgatory to express the destiny of human beings based on 
their acceptance of God or rejection of God in life. Let us 
briefly look at what the terms Heaven, Hell and Purgatory 
refer to. 

I. Heaven: The Catechism tells us that ―Heaven is the 
blessed community of all who are perfectly 
incorporated into Christ‖ (CCC No 1026). And ―To 
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live in heaven is ―to be with Christ.‖ For life is to be 
with Christ; where Christ is, there is life, there is 
the kingdom‖ (No 1025). Our possibility of 
communion with Christ commences now and 
culminates with our final union with him. Blessed 
John Paul II makes a contribution that is useful 
when he notes that, ― 

This final state, however, can be anticipated in 
some way today in sacramental life, whose 
centre is the Eucharist, and in the gift of self 
through fraternal charity. If we are able to enjoy 
properly the good things that the Lord showers 
upon us every day, we will already have begun 
to experience that joy and peace which one day 
will be completely ours (L‟Osservatore Romano 
Weekly Edition in English, Heaven: 28/7/1999).  

II. Hell: Hell is the absence of God‘s love and fraternal 
charity in the life of man/woman. It is the despair 
and lack of perspective that the human heart 
experiences due to its refusal to believe and accept 
the redeeming love of God made manifest in Christ 
Jesus. In the Encyclical Spe Salvi, we find a picture 
of this rejection of God painted. Benedict XVI 
writes:  

Paul reminds the Ephesians that before their 
encounter with Christ they were ―without hope 
and without God in the world‖ (Eph 2:12). Of 
course he knew they had had gods, he knew 
they had had a religion, but their gods had 
proved questionable, and no hope emerged 
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from their contradictory myths. 
Notwithstanding their gods, they were 
―without God‖ and consequently found 
themselves in a dark world, facing a dark 
future. In nihil ab nihilo quam cito recidimus (How 
quickly we fall back from nothing to nothing) 
(No 2). 
 

III. Purgatory: There are those who, in spite of having 
opted for love and shown commitment to love, due 
to the finite nature of man/woman, find 
themselves incapable of total communion with 
God. God never allows them to suffer 
condemnation. Pope Benedict XVI reasons this way 
as regards this doctrine of Purgatory:  

For the great majority of people—we may 
suppose—there remains in the depths of their 
being an ultimate interior openness to truth, to 
love, to God. In the concrete choices of life, 
however, it is covered over by ever new 
compromises with evil—much filth covers 
purity, but the thirst for purity remains and it 
still constantly re-emerges from all that is base 
and remains present in the soul. What happens 
to such individuals when they appear before the 
Judge? Will all the impurity they have amassed 
through life suddenly cease to matter? What 
else might occur? (Spe Salvi, No 46). 
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Implications of belief in life everlasting for faith and 
practice 

From the viewpoint of faith, our belief in God as Father 
Almighty, Creator of all things, visible and invisible, guides 
our conviction that this God will not let the life of His 
creature to be lost; unless the creature decides to reject His 
Fatherly love offered through His Son Jesus Christ. 
 
Belief in eternal life is a declaration against all life-negating 
factors that do not promote the Kingdom of God; which for St 
Paul, ―does not mean food and drink but righteousness and 
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit‖ (Rm. 14:17). 


