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Active Charity
Our common priesthood is complete when love builds community
By Fr. Paul Hinnebusch, OP, STM
Editor's Note: This is the third of three articles exploring the baptismal priesthood of the faithful.
The crowning action of the baptismal priesthood of the faithful is the offering of their spiritual sacrifice in union with the sacrifice of the cross, which is made present in the eucharistic sacrifice through the ministry of the priest.  If this
participation in the Mass is the supreme exercise of the baptismal priesthood, what are the other activities of this priesthood?

The Catechism of the Catholic Church states, "The common priesthood of the faithful is exercised by the unfolding of baptismal grace—a life of faith, hope and charity, a life according to the Spirit" (1547).  "The faithful exercise their baptismal priesthood through their participation, each according to his own vocation, in Christ's mission as priest, prophet and king" (1546).  Second Vatican Council lists various exercises of the common priesthood: "The faithful, by reason of their royal priesthood, participate in the offering of the Eucharist.  They exercise their  priesthood, too, by the reception of the sacraments, prayer and thanksgiving, the witness of a holy life, abnegation, and active charity" (Lumen Gentium 10).

We shall focus our attention chiefly on the works of charity as an exercise of baptismal priesthood.  Active charity is the full fruit of eucharistic participation, and builds up the Christian community as body of Christ. "The eucharistic celebration," says the Council, "to be full and sincere, ought to lead on the one hand to the works of charity and mutual help, and on the other hand to missionary activity, and the various forms of Christian witness" (Presbyterorum Ordinis 6:5).

Flowing from liturgy

All Christian activity flows from the liturgy and leads to the liturgy. The unfolding of our baptismal grace obviously flows from the baptismal liturgy and from our participation in the other sacraments, but especially the Eucharist.  Our communion with Christ in his sacrifice brings us the grace of the Holy Spirit to grow in charity as "one body, one spirit in Christ."  The Eucharist empowers us for the active charity by which we build up the body of Christ.  All this activity, flowing from the liturgy, in turn leads back to the eucharistic liturgy, in which all our Christian activity and its fruits are consummated as our spiritual sacrifice in union with the sacrifice of Christ.

As an exercise of our baptismal priesthood, our daily works of charity bring Christ's sacrificial self-giving love on the cross to the people to whom we minister these works of love.  Yves Congar shows how the daily work of the Christian can be a work of charity.  He asks, "What is a tailor?  Is it someone who makes clothing? No, it is someone who lovingly keeps his or her fellowmen clothed."  All daily work should be carried out as a work of love serving someone who needs this service of our active charity.  Thus our daily work is an integral part of our spiritual sacrifice, offered at Mass in union with the sacrifice of Christ.

The mind of Christ

Our life of active charity in the service of others is an effective exercise of our baptismal priesthood to the degree that we have what St. Paul calls "the mind of Christ" and express in our hearts and in our lives the essence of Christ's sacrifice (Phil 2:5).  What is the essence of his sacrifice?  Is it his pain as he hangs on the cross?  The bodily pain of the two men crucified with Jesus was no doubt similar to his bodily pain.  And yet their pain was not the sacrifice that redeemed
the world.

What then is the essence of our Lord's sacrifice?  It is the obedient love with which it was offered: "Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus....  He humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross" (Phil 2:5-8).  The Letter to the Hebrews, too, speaks of the obedience at the heart of his sacrifice:  "Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered; and having been made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him, having been designated by God high priest forever, according to the order of Melchizedek" (Heb 5:8-10).  As high priest, he offered on the cross his sacrifice of obedient love.

The very heart of his sacrifice is his perfect obedience to the Father.  Better, it is the infinite love which he expressed in this obedience.  That is what is so pleasing to God.

The essence of the sacrifice of the cross, then, is not the torment Jesus endured, but the love with which he endured it, the obedience to the Father in accepting all the suffering involved in doing the Father's eternal will.  Loving obedience is likewise the essence of the spiritual sacrifice offered by God's people.  We offer spiritual sacrifices when we offer our lives to God in obedient love in the obedience of Christ, and this is fruitful for the salvation of others. In love for all, Christ the priest offered his life in sacrifice.

That is why the active charity of God's people in coming to the aid of one another is an exercise of the priesthood of the faithful, for it brings Christ's own self-sacrificing love on the cross into daily Christian life.  It is a true sharing in the sacrifice of the cross.  It is that sacrifice being offered anew in our active charity for one another.  It is Christ's sacrifice being completed in his body in our self-giving.

St. Paul speaks of this spiritual sacrifice which consists in active charity:  "I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, to present your bodies as a living
sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God what is good and acceptable and perfect" (Rm 12:1-2).  Paul spends the rest of that chapter of Romans in showing that the good and acceptable and perfect will of God is our whole life lived in active charity for one another as members of the one body of Christ (R m 12:3-21).  Vatican II is right in saying that active charity is an exercise of the baptismal priesthood of God's people (LG 10).

Self-emptying love

To the Philippians St. Paul presents an even more striking explanation of what it means to have the mind of Christ and thus become the fullness of his sacrifice.  Paul shows that the essence of our spiritual sacrifice is not only a unity of will with God in obedience, but also unanimity with one another: "Be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.  Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others" (Phil 2:2-4).

Paul then shows in Jesus "the same mind" to which he exhorts the Philippians: "Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God emptied himself, taking the form of a slave... he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross" (Phil 2:5-8).

Paul presents this sketch of Jesus not as a beautiful portrait to be admired, but as the pattern for Christian unanimity and unity in humble, self-emptying service of one another's interests, Paul presents Jesus as the one in whom we live this way: "Let his mind be in you which is yours in Christ Jesus" (Phil 2:5).
If we really live in Christ Jesus, we will have his mind, his desires, the intentions of his heart, his emptying himself in active charity, all inspired by his love for the Father and for all of us.  The mind of Christ is formed in us by the Holy Spirit:  "Taught by the Spirit... we have the mind of Christ" (I Cor 2:13,16).
We offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God, then, only to the extent that we have the mind of Christ, his attitude towards God and neighbor: His humility in interests but to the interests of others, regarding others as better than himself, and his humility in regard to God, becoming obedient unto death in carrying out the Father's will that he be our servant.

Thus, in Jesus we see not just love for the Father and unity of will with the Father.  We see also his solidarity with all of us, making our interests his own.  Is not this exactly how priests should serve the people in active charity?  And certainly active charity is one of the most important exercises of the common priesthood of the faithful.  It is an integral, indispensable element of the spiritual sacrifice which is Christian living.

That is why Vatican II teaches that the eucharistic sacrifice of Jesus is full and complete only when the eucharistic celebration inspires and empowers the Christian people to carry out all the works of Christian love and mutual help, in which we put the interests of others above our own (PO 6:4).

This is true of all our relationships, no matter what our state in life, lay or clerical, celibate or married. It is true in the marriage relationship of spouses,
and in all of family life.  It is true of all ministry of social justice and building a more just economic and social order.  Such ministry has to be a work of love, springing from Christ's own love.  God's faithful people exercise their royal priesthood by bringing Christ's sacrificial love into all of human living.

The mind of Christ, his obedience unto death in the service of all, is precisely what the sacramental grace of the liturgy forms in both priest and people, so that all will fulfill the dying command of Jesus, "Love one another as I have loved you" (Jn 15:12).  Thus we glorify God in offering true spiritual worship, active charity, in Spirit and in Truth.  
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