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      Before the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church was understood primarily in 
legal, organizational, and institutional ways – and not as a community of disciples, the 
people of God. As a boy growing up in the 1950s, I went to mass each Sunday to receive 
what I thought I did not have – God’s grace. I did not understand that through baptism, I 
was graced and worthy, an adopted son of God. I was coming to rejoice with God’s other 
holy people, in who I was! 

      The renewal of the Second Vatican Council affirmed that at the mass, baptized 
believers celebrated what they already were by God's grace - the temple of the Holy Spirit, 
the people of God and the body of Christ. We do not come to celebrate what we do not 
have, but rather who we are as God's chosen; holy and beloved. 

      In 1963 in his opening address to the second session of the Council, Pope Paul VI said 
that the Council was all about the church - "a reality imbued with the hidden presence of 
God." Belief in the church is not a belief in an organization. Rather our belief is in the 
presence of God who is active in the church. We are the extension of Christ in space and 
time. We are his hands, his heart, his voice in the world today. The church is the entire 
people of God. This includes all the baptized. "Everything which has been said so far 
concerning the People of God, applies equally to the laity, religious and clergy." (Dogmatic 
Constitution on the church) 

      Previous to the Council, it was understood that the laity participate in the work of the 
hierarchy. After the Council, the church taught that the mission of the church belongs to 
all of the baptized equally. Being ordained to the diaconate, priesthood or episcopacy, or 
professed as a religious, describe a particular place one occupies in the church; and the 
responsibility for the body of Christ that ordination or religious profession demand. 

       But the Council reminded us that all baptized believers have a shared responsibility for 
the mission and ministries of the church. No one is superior or inferior to another. In fact, 
“the greatest among you is the one who serves the rest.” 

      The Council went on to teach that the church is not the kingdom of God. But that its 
whole purpose is to proclaim the coming of the kingdom of God. The church, the Council 
stated, is a pilgrim people who are in constant need of reform and renewal. Only Christ is 
the perfect one. 

      We proclaim that God has broken into the world in a definitive way: “God so loved the 
world that in the fullness of time he sent his only Son, so that whoever believes in him will 
not perish but have eternal life.” We do this proclamation through our preaching, teaching 
and celebrating the sacraments. In addition, Christ makes it clear that we are to have a 



special love for the poor and vulnerable. We are to act on behalf of justice and peace, and 
participate in transforming the world through the power of the Holy Spirit - at work in all 
of us as Christ's body, the church.  

      The church, God’s holy ones, is our support system. As a family of God, we are drawn 
ever deeper in to God’s love and mercy - meditating on the Scriptures and celebrating the 
sacraments. Together we can accomplish great things; for God is with us! 

Peace, Father Bruce 

 


