
 

 

In June of 1995, I was in my first parish assignment at Saint John the Evangelist in Wellesley. 
I had been ordained about a month. At that time, Mother Teresa came to Our Lady Help of 
Christians in Newton, which was practically next door to where I was assigned. I took the 
opportunity to attend the Church when she came to speak. It was an interesting experience. 
I was standing in the sanctuary of the church when Mother Teresa entered the building 
through the front doors. At that point, everyone was standing, and with Mother Teresa being 
only five feet tall, she could not be seen from the sanctuary. The thing I remember so 
distinctly was that I knew exactly when she entered the church. Her presence filled the 

building with an abiding sense of holiness. I am sure many of us have met a person of holiness whose very presence 
speaks to us of the presence of God. 

As we often encounter holiness in others, we are also called to recognize the holiness of the Church. The Church in her 
nature is holy, but the holiness comes about first and foremost from the actions of God. It is about how God chooses to 
use the Church as an instrument of expressing His holiness. The holiness of the Church then, rightfully understood, is 
not about the Church, but about God who alone is truly holy. God, in and through the Holy Spirit, works through the 
Church to create a community of faithful people who have been redeemed through Christ. It is this very process that is 
an outward sign of the holiness of the Church. The action of the Spirit to heal, purify and redeem the people of God is a 
real expression of God’s holiness at work through his appointed community. The power of forgiveness that God 
expresses through the Church is ultimately an expression of what the holiness of the Church is about. It is this community 
of sinners, striving to be saints through the mercy and grace offered by God, that become the outward revelation of 
God’s intentions for all of humanity. God calls each and every person to a life of holiness through the redemption 
wrought by Christ. No individual can claim holiness on their own or apart from Christ. True holiness for a human being 
is not possible apart from Christ. The Church then, becomes the instrument both to reveal the true nature of holiness 
and the means to encounter and live a life of holiness. She seeks constantly to lead people to a life of conversion through 
baptism and penance in order to open them to God’s mercy and healing forgiveness.   

Therefore, the holiness of the Church is not a statement about the holiness of the people who are in the Church. It is 
not a statement about those who are called to lead the Church. It is a statement about the life that all in the Church are 
called to strive to live. The truth is that the Church is a Church of sinners. The holiness of the Church is not about the 
people within, but again, about the actions of God. The Church in herself is indefectibly holy through her relationship 
with God, but imperfectly holy based on the people who make up the Church.  

Hence, the holiness of the Church is a sign of the work and power of the Holy Spirit leading, guiding and shepherding 
the Church. She is always seeking to bring about reform and renewal of life for all people, but most particularly those in 
the Church. This reform and renewal are based upon forgiveness; it is an action of the Spirit working in and through the 
Church. To guarantee that this renewal and reform happen appropriately, the Holy Spirit ensures that the Church, when 
it comes to faith and morals, will never teach in error. However, this does not mean that individuals and leaders will not 
act contrary to the will of the Spirit but rather the Church as a whole will remain pure and always living out the mission 
of Christ. The Church was created by Christ, and Christ remains the head of the Church. It is the Church’s connection to 
Christ empowered by the Holy Spirit that guarantees that the Church always 100% reflects the holiness of God.  

As the Church seeks to continue this mission of Christ through Her expression of Christ’s holiness to the world through 
the power of healing and forgiveness, She also connects to the world through being catholic. The word catholic here is 
used as an adjective rather than noun. The word catholic means universal. When we say the Church is catholic, we are 
describing how the Church in a sense connects with the world as a whole and the Church is structured.  



 

 

As we unpack the meaning of the universality of the Church, it begins with a simple truth that the message of salvation 
is not intended for any one time, place, or people. Rather, the Church is intended to bring the message to all people. 
Furthermore, there is no one particular people, culture, language, or historical time that expresses the fullness of the 
message of salvation. Instead, the Church will take from all people and cultures what is proper to Christ. Every people 
have something to contribute to continuing the mission of Christ. Every culture has its own way of expressing the truth 
and how our experiences with God can be expressed. It is this very diversity of experience and expression that speak of 
the Church’s universality. Catholicity is not discovered in uniformity of thought and articulation, but instead in the 
grounding and foundation of unalterable truth. Truth is objective and unchangeable but how that truth is expressed 
needs to be impacted by how people can truly hear it.  

We will continue this next week on the purpose of catholicity. 

If you have any questions about anything, please do not hesitate to ask me directly, or send your questions to me at 
fr.brian@theholyrood.org.  

Please keep me in your prayers. 

In Christ, 

 

Fr. Brian 

 

  


