
The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches us, “The Eucharist makes the Church. Those who receive 

the Eucharist are united more closely to Christ. Through it Christ unites them to all the faithful in one body - 

the Church. Communion renews, strengthens, and deepens this incorporation into the Church, already 

achieved by Baptism.” (1396) 

Then the Catechism quotes St. Augustine, “If you are the body and members of Christ, then it is your 

sacrament that is placed on the table of the Lord; it is your sacrament that you receive. To that which you are 

you respond ‘Amen’ (‘yes, it is true!’) and by responding to it you assent to it. For you hear the words, ‘the 

Body of Christ’ and respond ‘Amen.’ Be then a member of the Body of Christ that your Amen may be true.” 

These teachings remind us that participation in the Eucharist and reception of Holy Communion 

present us with two great mysteries: our communion of life with Christ and our communion of life with 

Christ’s body the Church. We receive the whole Christ and we receive the whole Church when we receive Holy 

Communion. This comes as a package deal—Christ and the Church. It is never “either/or,” but always 

“both/and”. 

These teachings are important because at times we might want the communion of life with Christ but 

not the communion of life with the Church. Or we might offer these words, “I love God and I love Jesus, but 

loving the Church is not something of interest to me.” The readings this weekend open up this mystery as we 

reflect on the beginnings of this church and the problems encountered early on.  

In St. Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus returns to Galilee following John the Baptist’s arrest and knows the time 

is now to commence his own public ministry and mission. As he prepares to begin preaching the Kingdom of 

God, he also begins gathering disciples around him. 

 Galilee is of course familiar to Jesus as it is where he grew up. But the Galilean history was not often a 

source of pride or celebration. Foreign armies invading Israel and countries south passed through Galilee 

wreaking havoc in their path.  The effect of these many military campaigns left an ancestry of mixed blood 

influenced by pagan religions. Jewish observance of law and religion was often lukewarm.  

But from Galilee, Jesus begins to form a church, a gathering of disciples that will accompany him and 

share with him the one mission of proclaiming and revealing The Kingdom of Heaven. This is hugely symbolic 

in its own right. Jesus didn’t begin his public ministry moving to Jerusalem and calling those already highly 

schooled in Jewish studies. Nor did he summon those of pure Jewish ancestry and strict observance of Jewish 

legal demands. 

Rather the beginnings of his church were from the ordinary, the simple, the hard living family raising 

working class of fishermen, farmers, merchants and store owners, and rowdy political types.  

 From the Second reading in the lectionary comes St. Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians. Corinth was 

a seaport in Greece with huge pagan temples of prostitution and a rowdy, dangerous atmosphere. The city 

was known for its lawlessness and incredible decadence. St. Paul has evangelized the city, established a small 

church there and now after leaving discovers all his efforts are falling apart.  

His letter will reveal church divisions and factions; sexual scandals; Christians suing one another in civil 

courts; some denying the core truth of resurrection; scandalous behavior while attending Eucharist; some 



claiming their superiority of spiritual gifts and lording it over others in the church, and so on. It is not a pretty 

picture. 

Throughout the first century, the Gospel is proclaimed and churches formed in the most unlikely of 

places with the most unlikely of people called to emphasis that the church becomes holy, only because Jesus 

Christ loves the church. Because Jesus loves the church, we need not rely on our own efforts and 

accomplishments. In fact, we cannot rely on our own efforts and accomplishments, and this makes Jesus’ love 

for the church all the more necessary for our holiness.  

Ultimately it is love the purifies, cleanses, transforms, renews and sets free. Ultimately it is divine love 

pouring through the human heart of the Lord Jesus Christ that becomes the ultimate source of holiness. And 

love cannot be earned or bought or stolen or borrowed. Love is only received as free gift and responded to 

with love in kind. The Sacraments are really all about the privileged rituals of love celebrated by those 

baptized. This is the relationship the Church is called to manifest to the world around us.  

This relationship between God and the church will result in a two thousand year + relationship that will 

be fraught with contradictions. As the Corinthian church reminds us, church life and history has never been 

smooth, easy, or lacking in anger, frustration, and bewilderment. But it has also been a relationship filled with 

joy, peace, salvation of the multitudes, and the works of charity and justice that have assisted countless 

millions over this two-thousand-year history. 

The continuing story of Christ and the Church constitutes a tumultuous relationship filled with 

contradictions, irony, confusion, and human sinfulness. But also a relationship founded on divine love, 

motivated by divine presence, and sent forward by divine hope. No matter how corrupt, scandalous, 

decadent, or incompetent, grace never ceases flowing through the Church. The Holy Spirit unceasingly 

sanctifies the Church.  

This is the story of a church that spent many a period of history in a much too cozy relationship with 

opulence, decadence, power and prestige. This same church over that same time period is also the same 

church that has never abandoned its care for the poor, outreach to the sick, extending mercy to sinners, and 

bringing sacraments to those living in the most isolated parts of the world. 

The church needs our love, but more importantly we need to love the church. Some times when I say 

that, people look at me like I have square eyeballs. “Love the church? Are you kidding me? I love God but not 

the church.” Being part of the Body of Christ and knowing that Christ’s love makes the church holy, means it is 

also our love for the church that sanctifies as well.  

We need to love the church not because it is easy but because it is difficult. Love cannot remain 

abstract but must become concretized in our daily world, in our daily life and in our own local church. When 

we love the church, we love God, we love our neighbor, we love ourselves. When we love the church, our love 

transforms the church more into Christ just as the church’s love for us transforms us. 

When we love the church, we proclaim the wonderful truth of the Incarnation, “The Word made flesh”. 

God embraced the only humanity there is: foundationally good and terribly wounded; inspired to do good and 

tempted to do evil; thirsting for God and seeking satisfaction in other liquids; hungering for meaning and 

frightened that life has no value beyond what the eyes can see. And this is all played out in the mystery of the 



Church with the essential difference that the Church’s foundation is the Risen Christ, a renewed and whole 

people where love transforms and makes holy.  

It is also no small matter that on Easter Sunday before the Risen Lord sends his disciples out to baptize 

the nations, he tells the women who had come to the tomb, “Do not be afraid. Go tell my brothers to go to 

Galilee, and there they will see me.” Yes, go back not only to where this all started but go back and remember 

where you came from before you are sent forth.  

When you remember your own meager beginnings, your own sinfulness, and your own early struggles 

remaining faithful while following the Lord, then you will understand better the people you are sent to 

proclaim the Kingdom of Heaven and live the gospel in their midst. You will go forth in hope that no matter 

how wretched they may seem or how despicable they may live; you will witness the far surpassing power of 

love pouring through the Church from the Lord. You will realize that if this love made you and me disciples 

even from where we came, that same power can make them disciples as well.  

This is why St. Paul did not write off the church of Corinth with all the troubles and scandals but rather 

wrote to that church telling them to get back on track. It might have been easier to pretend he never received 

news of the Corinthians failures, and move on forgetting Corinth. But St. Paul did not do that, and you and I 

benefit from his renewed efforts to call the Corinthians to fidelity.  

As Church, we are not about being perfect. Rather we live with all our own insecurities, immaturities, 

wounded souls and corruption. As Church, we are also about living with everyone else’s insecurities, 

immaturities, wounded souls and corruption. The late Father Andrew Greeley, “If you can find the perfect 

church, please go ahead and join it. But only realize once you have joined it, it is no longer perfect.” 

As Church however, we are about a common journey to perfection, a perfection named The Kingdom 

of God. This perfection awaits us and prepares us for our ultimate destination. This destined perfection as well 

as the preparation is love, and the Kingdom is God’s passionate and overwhelming love for each and every one 

of us and all of us together. Love is what makes the world go around, but it is also what makes the church 

holy.  

 


