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Baptismal Priesthood

Priest and people together manifest the church as sacrament

by Fr. Paul Hinnebusch, OP, STM
Editor's Note: This is the second of three articles exploring the baptismal priesthood of the faithful.
In exercising their baptismal priesthood, God's faithful people are an integral part of the church as sacrament. 

That the church is a sacrament is a key teaching in Second Vatican Council's Constitution on the Church.  "The Church, in Christ, is in the nature of a sacrament a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with God and of unity among all people" (LG 1).  This truth is repeated more than once in the Constitution.  "Sacrament" is a key word dominating the whole document.  We read, for example, "Christ, lifted up from the earth, has drawn all people to himself.  Rising from the dead, He sent his life-giving Spirit upon his disciples, and through the Spirit set up his Body which is the Church as the universal sacrament of salvation" (LG 48,2).

This salvation consists in communion with God and unity among all people: "All those who in faith look towards Jesus, the author of salvation and principle of unity and peace, God has gathered together and established as the Church, that it may be for each and everyone the visible sacrament of this saving unity" (LG9.3).

The Council's document on the Church in the Modem World calls the church the sacrament of God's love.  "The Church is the universal sacrament of salvation, simultaneously manifesting and exercising the mystery of God's love for all" (GS 45,1).  Christian liturgy and life, as a sharing in God's love, reveals this love to the world.

Specifically, the church is a sacrament of Jesus Christ, that is, a sign in which Jesus is present in power, acting to complete his work of salvation, bringing his people into communion with God in unity with one another.  The sign itself, the church, is Christ's instrument of salvation.

More precisely, the church is the sacrament of the paschal mystery, that supreme work of divine love.  That is, in the church, Christ is present and active in the full power of his paschal mystery, completing this mystery in his people, and through them, in the whole human race.

The church is the sacrament of the paschal mystery principally through the seven sacraments, but not exclusively in them.  In all her saving activity, we shall see, even in that carried on by her lowliest members, such as a little child, the church is a sacrament.

The presence and saving action of Christ is most fully verified and manifest in baptism and the eucharist.  The sacraments are signs performed by ministers of the church and the ministers are themselves integral parts of the sacramental sign. Thus, in the eucharist the priest who says the words of consecration is just as much a part of the sign as are the words and the bread and wine being consecrated as Christ's body and blood.  There could be no sacrament without the minister.  The priest himself is a living sacrament of Christ when he administers the sacraments. He acts in Persona Christi!  In his sacramental words and actions, Christ himself is present and acting, manifesting and exercising his divine love.

All are consecrated to be signs

But in baptism, all the members of the body of Christ are consecrated to be signs and instruments of Christ's saving work of love, each one in his or her appointed way.  Christ wishes to worship the Father and pour out his saving grace on the world through each and every one of his members.  This is the work of the baptismal priesthood of all the faithful.

For example, Christ is worshipping the Father in the woman at Mass, hidden in the shadow of the pillar, who is pouring out her love in prayer.  In her intercessions, Christ is interceding, asking for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit of love.  Thus, as a member of the church as sacrament, the woman is like a sacrament, making Christ's eternal love and prayer present and effective on earth here and now in the lives of those for whom she is interceding.  She is one with Christ in his intercession.

The people partaking in the eucharistic sacrifice are also part of the sacramental sign just as the presiding priest is, but in an essentially different way. The priest is sacrament of Christ as Head of his body, the church, the people are the sacrament of the body.  The priest acts in persona Christi capitis.  In his words and actions, the presence and power of Christ as Head are manifest and effective. But the few or many people present at Mass represent in their persons the whole body of Christ.  They are thus the sacramental of the whole church, united in love, both being offered and offering itself in union with Christ's sacrifice.

Mass is for everyone everywhere

The faithful people should not forget that at Mass they represent all of God's people everywhere.  People everywhere who cannot be there in person are benefitting because those present represent them.  Each individual's participation in the Mass would be greatly enhanced if they were more aware that, in love, they should be concerned not just about their personal welfare or holiness, or offering their personal worship, but should be presenting to the Father the worship and needs of people everywhere.
In the prayers of the faithful, for example, they should not be praying only for individual and family needs, but first of all for universal needs, such as holy leadership in the church, good government in the country, special needs of the whole parish community, and of the whole human family.  Official directives require that the Prayer of the Faithful should intercede first of all "for the needs of the universal church and the local community, for the salvation of the world and those oppressed by any burden, and for special categories of people," such as government leaders (New Lectionary).

Liturgical worship such as the eucharist is never "my prayer." It is always "our prayer,” the prayer of the whole people of God, and would be more fruitful if people took part with this expanded concern for all, and consciousness that each offers the worship of all through their baptismal priesthood.

Thus, it is not only priests, but other Christians too, who as members of Christ's body, are sacraments of Christ's presence and power.  For example, Christian spouses are ministers of Christ's grace to each other and to their children. This is possible because of their baptismal incorporation into the body of Christ, the church. By reason of their baptismal character, they are part of the sacrament which is the church.  The baptismal character entitles the baptized to share in all the blessings of the church.  It also imposes the responsibility to take part in the church's mission of divine love, and thus continue the mission of Christ himself.  By reason of their baptismal character, the imprint of Christ in their very being, the baptized are signs and instruments of Christ himself, sacraments of Christ's presence and power.

Our baptismal character

This baptismal character is a permanent sacrament.  It continues to work through-out the whole of each one's life, empowering the baptized to represent Christ's saving presence, and to bring his self-giving love to others.  Every act of faith, hope and love is a taking part in Christ's priestly activity, and thereby an exercise of the baptismal priesthood.
    The baptismal character incorporates the baptized into Christ not only as priest, but also as prophet and king.  As members of the church as sacrament, all the baptized can be signs and instruments of Christ's priestly, prophetic and kingly power saving the world.

Priests, prophets and kings

Mother Teresa's Missionaries of Charity, for example, are prophets, signs of Christ's love embracing the poorest of the poor to whom these sisters minister. Christ's own love is proclaimed and made present in their effective love for the poor, prophetically calling all of God's people to concern for the poor.
So too Christ's love is present and active in a little child's prayers and deeds of love, in all love-inspired social action, in all efforts to build a world based on love's justice, and in every action building up the unity of God's people under Christ's kingship.  All of God's people are endowed by baptism with a share in Christ's kingly power to work for the coming of the kingdom.  Their most basic activity in doing this is conducting their lives, their work, all their daily dealings, and all their human relationships in a way that allows God's will to reign.  Our setting aside our own will to allow the reign of Christ's kingly will brings about God's kingdom among us. Clearly, the church is a sacrament in all the truly Christian living of its members.
The church is a sacrament in the most eminent way in the eucharistic celebration, in which the participants are brought into intimate communion with God through their Holy Communion in the sacrifice of Jesus.  The eucharist in turn is the source of all the activity of love in the Church, whose purpose is to bring all peoples into the unity of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Thus in the eucharistic sacrifice are verified most fully the words of Vatican II: "The Church is in the nature of a sacrament, a sign and instrument of communion with God and of unity among all people" (LG 1), "manifesting and exercising the ministry of God's love for all" (GS 45).
That unity in love caused in the participants in the eucharist is itself a sign and presence of divine love in the world, drawing all people into the divine communion.  Thus the Church is a sacrament of communion with God and of unity among all people through the unity of Christians among themselves.  This unity of Christians is the fruit of the eucharist.  We pray for it in the epiclesis in the Eucharistic Prayer: "Grant that we who are nourished by his body and blood, may be filled with his Holy Spirit, and become one body, one spirit in Christ" (Eucharistic Prayer II).
Weighty indeed is the baptismal and eucharistic responsibility of all God's people to strive for and preserve this unity.  The salvation of the nations depends upon this sacrament of communion with God and of unity among all people which we are.  "Make every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called in the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all" (Eph 4:3-6).
If we all lived in this deep consciousness that as one body in Christ we represent each other in everything we do, and are responsible for the unity of that body in the Holy Spirit of love, our participation in the eucharist would be richer.  Our missionary spirit would be more fervent and effective.  We would be more aware that we are all sacraments of Christ's love, signs and instruments of that love in bringing people to God.  Thus we would contribute to the fulfillment of Vatican II's teaching that the church is, in Christ, like a sacrament, a sign and instrument of communion with God and unity among all people.
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