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Complementarity and Communion  
in the Trinity and in Creation

In the last talk we looked at the hierarchy of creation and 
the notion of headship. We saw that God wills to maxi-
mize the creation of goodness outside of Himself. Thus 
He wills not just to create the highest levels of goodness, 
but all the levels of goodness, which entails a hierarchy of 
creatures from the lesser to the greater. We also saw that 
this hierarchical structure of creation involves levels of 
headship in creation at large and in human society. Created 
headship has its ultimate source in the paternity of God the 
Father, who is the type of all created paternity.1 All created 
participation in headship is “recapitulated” and brought to 
its culmination in Christ.

In this talk we shall discuss another aspect of the distinc-
tion of creatures from one another: complementarity. Gifts 
are said to be complementary when they are unequal, but 
mutually enrich each other. Just as creation is endowed 
with hierarchy so that God’s goodness can be participated 
in at all different levels, so too it is endowed with comple-
mentarity, which also makes it resemble God. Creatures 
complement one another because God divides His gifts 
among creatures, giving some gifts to some, and other gifts 
to others. The complementarity of different and unequal 
created gifts makes possible a mutual enrichment through 
the fact that one supplies what another lacks. 

This complementarity can be seen throughout creation. 
Material and spiritual creation complement each other. 
Even though spiritual creation is higher, there are certain 
levels of good that are made possible only by the material 
aspect of creation. One of these aspects is procreation, 
the capacity to cooperate with God in generating another 
creature. Other great goods made possible by matter are 
history, growth or development, and artistic representation.

Within material creation there is a complementarity be-
tween the plant and the animal kingdoms. And within the 
animal kingdom, herbivores and carnivores complement 
each other. And so forth.

Complementarity is greater in the world of rational 
creatures, and that will be our focus in this talk. In rational 
creatures, complementary gifts make possible a mutual 
enrichment that supplies for each one’s needs, while also 
creating and reinforcing the spiritual gift of communion 
between complementary partners. Communion is pre-
cisely a union of complementary partners who enrich one 
another with the gift of themselves. Complementarity is 
the foundation of all society, and especially of the family 
and the Church. 

1  See Eph 3:14–15: “For this reason I bow my knees before the 
Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named.”

Like headship and hierarchy, complementarity and com-
munion find their ultimate type and exemplar in God. The 
Trinity is infinite complementarity and communion.

The Distinction of the Persons through Distinct 
Relations of Origin

Revelation distinguishes Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in 
God. These names indicate that the distinction between the 
three divine Persons regards the complementary distinction 
of their relations of origin, and not their nature or essence. 
The Son is distinct from the Father simply in that He is from 
the Father. However, as true and perfect Son, He receives 
from the Father all that the Father is, except His being 
Father. That is, the Son receives the divine essence from 
the Father, but is distinct in that the Father eternally gives 
and the Son eternally receives the divine being. They are 
alike in everything except their relation of origin: paternity 
and filiation. The name of the Holy Spirit likewise indicates 
a relation of origin, for it comes from the term “spiritus” 
in Latin, which is a direct translation of the Hebrew word 
ruach, which means breath or wind, indicating that the 
Holy Spirit proceeds forth as a breath or impulse from 
the Father and the Son. The divine nature is therefore not 
something static and inert, but infinite life, infinite and 
eternal begetting, infinite and eternal proceeding.

Other names of the Persons of the Trinity given in 
Revelation highlight different aspects of this generation 
and procession. The Son is also the Word2 and Wisdom,3 
and the Holy Spirit is also the Gift.4 The name of Word 
(Logos) shows that the eternal begetting of the Son has an 
“intellectual” character: the Son is begotten as the Word of 
the Father. And the Word, befitting the divine nature, is a 
perfect Word, which says and is all that the Father is. The 
Word is the perfect “Image” of the Father. Indeed, “Image” 
is another name given to the second Person of the Trinity 
by St. Paul (Col 1:15). The name Gift applied to the Holy 
Spirit indicates that the Spirit proceeds through love, for 
love manifests itself in the giving of gifts, and ultimately 
in the giving of oneself as a gift. The Holy Spirit is the 
personal Gift in God.

The Persons constituted by the generation of the Word 
and the breathing forth of the Holy Spirit are the type and 
exemplar of all complementarity in the created world. The 
Trinity is complementarity because the Three Persons are 
distinct by complementary relationship. Each Person is 
constituted by a relationship that is proper to that Person 

2  See Jn 1:1.
3  See Sir 24.
4  Acts 2:38.
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alone. The Father alone is Father. The Son alone is Son of 
the Father. The Spirit alone is He who proceeds from the 
Father and the Son together as their mutual love and infinite 
self-gift. The paternity of the Father is thus complemented 
by the Sonship of the Son. And both are complemented 
by the mutual Self-Gift that proceeds from both together.

The Trinitarian Communion
The complementarity of the three divine Persons makes 

possible the glory of the inter-Trinitarian communion 
between them. Because the Persons are distinct, they can 
come together in a communion.

A general principle of theology is that, since God is the 
source of all good and all perfection, He must possess 
everything that we know to be good, without limitation. 
In our experience we grasp that, while unity or oneness 
is a perfection, it is not good for a personal being to be 
without communion. God is one, but God is not a solitary 
being. This solitude was experienced by Adam in the Gar-
den before the creation of Eve, and we too experience it 
in our own lives. A personal being is one whose highest 
operations are knowing and loving, and who thus finds his 
perfection in the fulfillment of those operations. Knowing 
alone is insufficient, for the operation of knowing the good 
is ordered towards loving it and giving oneself to it. If a 
person does not give himself to love, his life is frustrated.5

God, who is pure act, must be infinite love realized 
in its highest form. The highest form of love is love of 
benevolence—willing the good for another in such a way 
that we give ourselves in some way to the other. Such a 
love implies a plurality of persons. If God were a solitary 
being without interpersonal communion in His own nature, 
two unfitting consequences would follow. God would be 
deprived of the possibility of self-giving love in His own 
inner divine life, and  therefore He would be dependent on 
creatures to realize this activity of love. Both possibilities 
seem incompatible with God’s nature.

John Paul II captured the perfect fittingness of the doc-
trine of the Trinity: “It has been said, in a beautiful and 
profound way, that our God in his deepest mystery is not a 
solitude, but a family, since he has in himself fatherhood, 
sonship and the essence of the family, which is love.”6 
Joseph Ratzinger has also made an interesting reflection 
on this topic:

5  See John Paul II, Redemptoris hominis 10: “Man cannot live 
without love. He remains a being that is incomprehensible for him-
self, his life is senseless, if love is not revealed to him, if he does not 
encounter love, if he does not experience it and make it his own, if he 
does not participate intimately in it. This, as has already been said, is 
why Christ the Redeemer ‘fully reveals man to himself.’ If we may 
use the expression, this is the human dimension of the mystery of the 
redemption. In this dimension man finds again the greatness, dignity 
and value that belong to his humanity.”

6  John Paul II, Homily of January 28, 1979, at Puebla.

Although to us, the nondivine, it (God) is one and 
single, the one and only divine as opposed to all that is not 
divine; nevertheless in itself it is truly fullness and plurality, 
so that creaturely unity and plurality are both in the same 
degree a likeness and a share of the divine. Not only unity 
is divine; plurality, too, is something primordial and has its 
inner ground in God himself. . . . This has a further important 
consequence. To him who believes in God as tri-une, the 
highest unity is not the unity of inflexible monotony. The 
model of unity or oneness toward which one should strive is 
consequently not the indivisibility of the atom, the smallest 
unity, which cannot be divided up any further; the authentic 
acme of unity is the unity created by love. The multi-unity 
that grows in love is a more radical, truer unity than the unity 
of the “atom.”7

Spiritual and Pastoral Implications of the Mystery 
of the Trinity

It is sometimes said that the mystery of the Trinity 
has little or no impact on the spiritual and moral lives of 
Catholics. We know it from our catechism, but it remains 
on the page as an abstract truth and fails to be of relevance 
to us, even to our life of prayer. However, the dogma of 
the Trinity has the profoundest implications for our lives.

First of all, the doctrine of the Trinity reveals to us that 
God is to such a degree a personal God, that He is in fact 
a complementary communion of Persons whose distinc-
tion proceeds by infinite knowledge and love, and who are 
ineffably united by those same operations. This is God’s 
intrinsic and essential glory and beatitude, celebrated and 
participated in by the celestial liturgy of the blessed in 
heaven. Thus what lies at the heart of all reality and being 
is love, in the highest form of interpersonal communion 
and total self-giving. The Father gives Himself entirely 
to the Son, who gives Himself back in return, and in this 
mutual love the Holy Spirit proceeds as the Uncreated 
Gift. This truth should mark our understanding of every 
aspect of Catholic faith and human life. We are created in 
the image of God who is Trinity, and thus we are created 
to imitate the ineffable interpersonal communion of the 
inter-Trinitarian life.

John Paul II was constantly seeking to put the doctrine 
of the Trinity and its implications for human life at the 
center of the spiritual life. He clearly saw this doctrine 
as the foundation of pastoral theology and practice, and 
emphasized it especially in his great Trinitarian trilogy of 
encyclicals, and in the three years of preparation for the 
Jubilee of 2000, each dedicated to one of the Persons of 
the Blessed Trinity. More concretely, it lay at the center 
of his teaching on man and the family. The anthropologi-
cal implications of the Trinitarian theme are beautifully 
developed in the Apostolic Letter, On the Dignity and 
Vocation of Woman, Mulieris Dignitatem 7:

7  Joseph Card. Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity (San Fran-
cisco: Ignatius Press, 1990), pp. 178-179.



4

AHC Lecture Series  13: Creation and Covenant  –– Lecture 3: Complementarity and Communion in the Trinity and in Creation

Moreover, we read that man cannot exist “alone” (cf. 
Gen 2:18); he can exist only as a “unity of the two,” and 
therefore in relation to another human person. It is a question 
here of a mutual relationship: man to woman and woman to 
man. Being a person in the image and likeness of God thus 
also involves existing in a relationship, in relation to the other 
“I.” This is a prelude to the definitive self-revelation of the 
Triune God: a living unity in the communion of the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit. 

At the beginning of the Bible this is not yet stated di-
rectly. The whole Old Testament is mainly concerned with 
revealing the truth about the oneness and unity of God. Within 
this fundamental truth about God the New Testament will 
reveal the inscrutable mystery of God’s inner life. God, who 
allows himself to be known by human beings through Christ, 
is the unity of the Trinity: unity in communion. In this way 
new light is also thrown on man’s image and likeness to God, 
spoken of in the Book of Genesis. The fact that man “created 
as man and woman” is the image of God means not only 
that each of them individually is like God, as a rational and 
free being. It also means that man and woman, created as a 
“unity of the two” in their common humanity, are called to 
live in a communion of love, and in this way to mirror in the 
world the communion of love that is in God, through which 
the Three Persons love each other in the intimate mystery of 
the one divine life. The Father, Son and Holy Spirit, one God 
through the unity of the divinity, exist as persons through 
the inscrutable divine relationship. Only in this way can we 
understand the truth that God in himself is love (cf. 1 Jn 4:16).

Complementarity of the Sexes 
Among the complementary qualities of creatures, the 

distinction of male and female has a unique importance. 
In his lectures on the theology of the body, John Paul II 
spoke at length about the spousal meaning of the body. 
This spousal meaning is based on the fact that human 
nature exists in two complementary forms which are 
meant to be for each other. This complementarity is itself 
a consequence of man’s creaturely status. As mentioned 
above, the creatures of God are all different participations 
of God’s infinite glory. No one creature could ever be an 
adequate reflection of His glory, or completely reveal all 
the attributes of God. Only the Word and the Holy Spirit 
completely manifest the Father, and they do so precisely 
because they are divinely perfect Images, consubstantial 
with the Father. No creature can do this. Each creature 
manifests some particular aspect of God. Thus it is fitting 
there be distinction between creatures. This is most evident 
in the variety of species. However, this distinction is pres-
ent even in the one species of man, through the distinction 
of gender, as well as through complementary distinctions 
of temperament, natural endowment, culture, mission, etc.

God created man male and female, such that each sex 
better manifests different aspects of God, and of our com-
mon humanity. This complementary character is summa-
rized in the distinction between paternity and maternity 

to which man and woman are called. God has endowed 
woman with a special aptitude for the particular virtues 
most intimately connected with her mission of maternity, 
and man with those more particularly connected with his 
mission of paternity.

The special characteristics of woman consist in a special 
aptitude for all that is oriented towards nurturing the new 
life that emerges from her womb. This entails a special atti-
tude of attention to the personal sphere, to the person in his 
totality, a special gift of empathy, intuition, and sensitivity 
to the other, to affectivity and the sphere of the heart. The 
gift of paternity, on the other hand, leads the male sex to be 
generally more oriented towards governance, production, 
and abstract thought.

The Catholic philosopher Dietrich von Hildebrand 
explains:

What matters in our context is to understand, first, that 
man and woman differ not merely in a biological and physi-
ological direction, but that they are two different expressions 
of human nature; and, second, that the existence of this 
duality of human nature possesses a great value. Even if 
we prescind for the moment from all biological reasons as 
well as from procreation, we must see how much richer the 
world is because this difference exists, and that it is in no 
way desirable to efface as much as possible this difference 
in the spiritual realm, a trend which is unfortunately very 
widespread today.8

St. Edith Stein explains the complementary aspects of 
female and male gifts in a series of talks on the role of 
woman that she gave in the early 1930s, in which she 
wrote:

Man appears more objective: it is natural for him to 
dedicate his faculties to a discipline (be it mathematics or 
technology, a trade or business management) and thereby to 
subject himself to the precepts of this discipline. Woman’s 
attitude is personal; and this has several meanings: in one 
instance she is happily involved with her total being in what 
she does; then, she has particular interest for the living, 
concrete person, and, indeed, as much for her own personal 
life and personal affairs as for those of other persons. 2. 
Through submission to a discipline, man easily experiences a 
one-sided development. In woman, there lives a natural drive 
towards totality and self-containment. And, again, this drive 
has a twofold direction: she herself would like to become a 
complete human being, one who is fully developed in every 
way; and she would like to help others to become so, and by 
all means, she would like to do justice to the complete human 
being whenever she has to deal with persons.9

8  See Dietrich von Hildebrand, Man and Woman: Love and the 
Meaning of Intimacy (Manchester, New Hampshire: Sophia Institute 
Press, 1992), 37.

9  “Ethos of Women’s Professions,” in Essays on Women, translated 
by Freda Mary Oben (Washington: ICS Publications, 1987), 248-249. 
See also Alice von Hildebrand, The Privilege of Being a Woman (Ann 
Arbor: Sapientia Press, 2002), pp. 59-63; D. von Hildebrand, Man and 
Woman: Love and the Meaning of Intimacy, p. 36: “If we try to delineate 
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Bl. John Paul II speaks of the complementary gifts proper 
to the two sexes in the Apostolic Letter, On the Dignity and 
Vocation of Woman, Mulieris dignitatem.10 In art. 18, he 
draws out the particular characteristics of woman from her 
vocation to participate with God in a special way through 
the gift of maternity:

Motherhood involves a special communion with the 
mystery of life, as it develops in the woman’s womb. The 
mother is filled with wonder at this mystery of life, and 
“understands” with unique intuition what is happening inside 
her. In the light of the “beginning,” the mother accepts and 
loves as a person the child she is carrying in her womb. This 
unique contact with the new human being developing within 
her gives rise to an attitude towards human beings—not 
only towards her own child, but every human being—which 
profoundly marks the woman’s personality. It is commonly 
thought that women are more capable than men of paying 
attention to another person, and that motherhood develops 
this predisposition even more. The man—even with all his 
sharing in parenthood—always remains “outside” the process 
of pregnancy and the baby’s birth; in many ways he has to 
learn his own “fatherhood” from the mother.11

The special character of woman also comes from her 
“bridal” aspect. John Paul II writes: “The Bride is loved: 
it is she who receives love, in order to love in return.”12 
Woman’s special gift is to interiorize love and return it 
with fecundity. This ability to interiorize love is shown 
us in the Gospels above all in Our Lady, who “hid these 
words in her heart.”13

Pope Francis has recently addressed the indispensable 
role of women in the Church in his Apostolic Exhortation, 
Evangelii gaudium 103–104:

The Church acknowledges the indispensable contribu-
tion which women make to society through the sensitivity, 
intuition and other distinctive skill sets which they, more than 
men, tend to possess. I think, for example, of the special con-

these specifically feminine and masculine features, we find in women 
a unity of personality by the fact that heart, intellect, and temperament 
are much more interwoven, whereas in man there is a specific capac-
ity to emancipate himself with his intellect from the affective sphere. 
This unity of the feminine type of human person displays itself also in 
a greater unity of inner and exterior life, in a unity of style embracing 
the soul as well as the exterior demeanor. In a woman, the personal-
ity itself is more in the foreground than objective accomplishments; 
whereas man, who has a specific creativity, is more called than she is 
to objective accomplishments.”

10  See also Karol Wojtyla, The Way to Christ: Spiritual Exercises, 
pp. 35–36, 51, 53. These Exercises were preached in 1962.

11  See also MD 30: “The moral and spiritual strength of a woman 
is joined to her awareness that God entrusts the human being to her 
in a special way. Of course, God entrusts every human being to each 
and every other human being. But this entrusting concerns women in 
a special way – precisely by reason of their femininity – and this in a 
particular way determines their vocation.

12  MD 29.
13  For reflections on how Mary exemplifies the feminine vocation, 

see Edith Stein, op. cit., pp. 45-46; Alice von Hildebrand, The Privilege 
of Being a Woman, pp. 99-106; John Paul II, MD 5, 19.

cern which women show to others, which finds a particular, 
even if not exclusive, expression in motherhood. . . . Indeed, 
a woman, Mary, is more important than the bishops. 

Social Complementarity
Complementarity in humanity is obviously not limited 

to gender. It encompasses all our relations with each other. 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church 1946 succinctly 
summarizes the principle of complementarity: “The dif-
ferences among persons belong to God’s plan, who wills 
that we should need one another. These differences should 
encourage charity.” 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church 1937 quotes a 
beautiful passage from the Dialogue of St. Catherine of 
Siena: 

I distribute the virtues quite diversely; I do not give all 
of them to each person, but some to one, some to others.… 
I shall give principally charity to one; justice to another; hu-
mility to this one, a living faith to that one.… And so I have 
given many gifts and graces, both spiritual and temporal, with 
such diversity that I have not given everything to one single 
person, so that you may be constrained to practice charity 
towards one another.… I have willed that one should need 
another and that all should be my ministers in distributing 
the graces and gifts they have received from me.

Complementarity of Charisms in the Church
The complementarity that marks all society also beauti-

fies the Church. St. Paul teaches the importance of unity 
through complementarity in the Church through the notion 
of the Body of Christ, endowed with a great variety of dif-
ferent members, each with a different role or mission in 
the Body. St. Paul speaks of this intimate union of Christ 
and the Church, and of the complementarity of members 
in the Body of Christ, in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12. 

In Romans 12:4–8, St. Paul speaks of the diversity of 
charisms in the Church: 

For as in one body we have many members, and all the 
members do not have the same function, so we, though many, 
are one body in Christ, and individually members one of 
another. Having gifts that differ according to the grace given 
to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion to our faith; 
if service, in our serving; he who teaches, in his teaching; 
he who exhorts, in his exhortation; he who contributes, in 
liberality; he who gives aid, with zeal; he who does acts of 
mercy, with cheerfulness.

This theme of the diversity of charisms is further devel-
oped in 1 Corinthians 12:4–26:

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and 
there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there 
are varieties of working, but it is the same God who inspires 
them all in every one. To each is given the manifestation of 
the Spirit for the common good. . . . For just as the body is 
one and has many members, and all the members of the body, 
though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For by one 
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Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, 
slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit. For 
the body does not consist of one member but of many. If the 
foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong 
to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the 
body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I 
do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less 
a part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where 
would be the hearing? If the whole body were an ear, where 
would be the sense of smell? But as it is, God arranged the 
organs in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all were 
a single organ, where would the body be? As it is, there are 
many parts, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, 
“I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I 
have no need of you.” On the contrary, the parts of the body 
which seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those parts 
of the body which we think less honorable we invest with 
the greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated 
with greater modesty, which our more presentable parts do 
not require. But God has so composed the body, giving the 
greater honor to the inferior part, that there may be no discord 
in the body, but that the members may have the same care 
for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together; 
if one member is honored, all rejoice together.

No one member is sufficient unto himself, for he needs 
the other members as well as the head. The hand or foot 
cannot get along by itself, but each member needs all the 
other members and is dependent on them. Not all of the 
members can be the head or the eyes, but this does not 
make them of a lesser fundamental dignity. All the mem-
bers of the Church share in the dignity of Christ Himself.

The variety and distinction of the Body of Christ has 
both visible and invisible dimensions, in which the many 
members complement each other in marvelous ways. 
Visibly, the Church is hierarchically structured according 
to the sacrament of Holy Orders, according to the calling 
which some of the members of the Body have received. 
The Body is also structured by various charisms, such as 
the consecrated or religious life, or the secular laity, who 
further participate in other complementary spiritual gifts 
for the building up of the Body of Christ, each according to 
his own circumstances, temporal activity, and apostolate.

Thus there is a diversity of roles in the Body, but the 
Body remains one through its living connection with the 
one Head of the Body, who is Christ, and through the one 
soul animating the Body, who is the Holy Spirit.

Cultural Complementarity in Israel and in the 
Church

The fact that Israel was composed of twelve tribes with 
different ancestral regions and histories is certainly not 
an accidental fact of salvation history. The existence of 
twelve distinct tribes is a type of the complementarity of 
the Church, and of all mankind. Israel’s identity was not 
monolithic, but developed in distinct tribal expressions. 

Tragically, much of this complementarity was lost when 
the ten northern tribes were taken into exile. 

It is likewise no accident that Jesus called twelve 
Apostles, on the model of the twelve tribes. This can be 
taken as a kind of sign that the Church is not called to be 
a monolithic reality, but a complementary communion of 
persons and cultures. The union of the Twelve stands for 
the union of all the tribes of the earth that are called to 
catholic unity within the Church.

The fact that the Apostles spoke all languages on the first 
Christian Pentecost is also a sign of the complementarity 
of cultures that should exist in the Church. She speaks 
to all men not in one monolithic voice, but through the 
complementary languages of the human race, and through 
her complementary cultural expressions.

Complementarity lies at the heart of the Church’s life. 
The Church is the Bride of Christ. It is fitting that the Bride 
of God Incarnate unite in herself the contributions of all 
mankind in order to make the most perfect response of love 
to her Bridegroom. The Bride of Christ is to incorporate all 
the valid contributions of human culture to present them 
to Christ and have them serve, in their manifold variety 
and complementarity, for Christ’s glory, according to the 
words of the prophet Daniel (7:13): “All peoples, tribes, 
and tongues shall serve him.” Or in the words of Psalm 
72:10, “May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render 
him tribute, may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts!” 
The gifts and tribute that figure in these prophecies rightly 
refer to the cultural riches of all nations, which are called 
to be used for the service of the glory of God and for His 
Catholic Church.

Among the treasures of the human cultural heritage, a 
principal place goes to philosophy, as the queen of the 
human sciences. Other aspects of culture which are to 
serve the Church include all the arts: literature, painting, 
architecture, music, etc., as well as the human and empiri-
cal sciences. Indeed, everything which serves human life 
and enhances its dignity is called to be put in the service 
of the mission of the Church and is part of her dowry in 
the broad sense of the word.

In order for this to occur, the cultural riches of the 
peoples of the earth need to be purified and elevated by 
being engrafted into God’s cultivated olive tree, which, in 
the metaphor used by St. Paul in Romans 11, is the new 
Israel. In other words, the cultural riches of the Gentiles 
need to be “baptized” and come to partake of the “rich 
sap”14 of Israel in order to be put in the service of Christ.

This idea—that the cultural heritage of the peoples 
is to be baptized and put into the service of God in the 
Church—is found in the Old and New Testaments, in the 
Fathers of the Church, in the life of the Church through the 

14  Rom 11:17.
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ages, and it has been recently emphasized by the Second 
Vatican Council.

A beautiful part of the catholicity of the Church is the 
complementarity of cultures in which the Gospel is incor-
porated and expressed. Pope Francis speaks of this theme 
in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium 116–117:

The history of the Church shows that Christianity does 
not have simply one cultural expression, but rather, “re-
maining completely true to itself, with unswerving fidelity 
to the proclamation of the Gospel and the tradition of the 
Church, it will also reflect the different faces of the cultures 
and peoples in which it is received and takes root”.15 In the 
diversity of peoples who experience the gift of God, each 
in accordance with its own culture, the Church expresses 
her genuine catholicity and shows forth the “beauty of her 
varied face”.16 In the Christian customs of an evangelized 
people, the Holy Spirit adorns the Church, showing her new 
aspects of revelation and giving her a new face. Through 
inculturation, the Church “introduces peoples, together with 
their cultures, into her own community”,17 for “every culture 
offers positive values and forms which can enrich the way the 
Gospel is preached, understood and lived”.18 In this way, the 
Church takes up the values of different cultures and becomes 
sponsa ornata monilibus suis, “the bride bedecked with her 
jewels” (cf. Is 61:10). 

When properly understood, cultural diversity is not a 
threat to Church unity. The Holy Spirit, sent by the Father 
and the Son, transforms our hearts and enables us to enter 
into the perfect communion of the blessed Trinity, where 
all things find their unity. He builds up the communion 
and harmony of the people of God. The same Spirit is 
that harmony, just as he is the bond of love between the 
Father and the Son. It is he who brings forth a rich variety 
of gifts, while at the same time creating a unity which is 
never uniformity but a multifaceted and inviting harmony. 
Evangelization joyfully acknowledges these varied trea-
sures which the Holy Spirit pours out upon the Church. We 
would not do justice to the logic of the incarnation if we 
thought of Christianity as monocultural and monotonous. 
While it is true that some cultures have been closely associ-
ated with the preaching of the Gospel and the development 
of Christian thought, the revealed message is not identified 
with any of them; its content is transcultural.

Every culture is called to add to the richness of the 
Mystical Body of Christ. Christ’s Bride is to be composed 
of all nations, and if some nations and cultures are under-
represented, the splendor of the Catholic Body is dimin-

15  John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Novo millennio ineunte (6 January 
2001), 40: AAS 93 (2001), 295.

16  Ibid.
17  John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Redemptoris Missio (7 December 

1990), 52: AAS 83 (1991), 300; cf. Apostolic Exhortation Catechesi 
Tradendae (16 October 1979) 53: AAS 71 (1979), 1321.

18  John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in 
Oceania (22 November 2001), 16: AAS 94 (2002), 383.

ished. Every nation brings the wealth of its own cultural 
traditions to Christ when the society becomes Christian.

For example, the separation of a great part of the Eastern 
Church in the eleventh century is an extraordinary tragedy 
for the Church, preventing the full assimilation of the 
treasures of the Eastern Church in the Western Church, 
and vice versa. John Paul II spoke about this in a beauti-
ful way by saying that Christian Europe needs to breathe 
with both lungs.19

The Role of Jews in the Mystical Body
If it is true that every nation has a unique and irreplace-

able contribution to make to the Body of Christ, this is no 
less true of Jews. They have a full right of citizenship in 
the Body, and a duty to bring to the Body what is uniquely 
theirs. Indeed, the Jews have a special place in the Mysti-
cal Body because they are the people God used to prepare 
for Christ’s Advent. Jews in the Church bring something 
unique—a living contact with the culture that prepared 
for Christ’s coming and into which Christ came and lived.

Hebrew Catholics bring to the Church a great love and 
knowledge of the treasures that God sowed in the Jewish 
people to make them disposed for their vocation as the 
Chosen People, the people of the Preparation for and Ad-
vent of the Incarnation. For example, Jews have a special 
appreciation and love for the Torah, God’s revealed Law. 
This is especially significant in the context of modern 
culture, in which the Law of God is generally seen in a 
negative light, as an opposition or limit to human freedom, 
which is seen as the absolute good. Hebrew Catholics also 
should have a special appreciation for the ways in which 
the Old Testament prefigures and prophesies the New. 
Thus they can help the whole Church have a better grasp 
of the totality of salvation history.

The Role of Charity in the Mystical Body
We have looked at the diversity of members in the 

Mystical Body; let us conclude by looking at what binds 
this diversity of members into the unity of communion, 
which is charity. 

A beautiful expression of how charity is the supernatural 
invisible soul and life of the Church is given to us in the 
autobiographical writing of St. Therese of Lisieux, Story 
of a Soul. She was searching the Scriptures for insight 
into her particular vocation in the Church. She felt a great 
attraction to all the visible paths of sanctity and service in 
the Church: apostolate, teaching, missionary work, martyr-
dom, etc., and wanted to do all of these at once. She wrote:

I feel the vocation of the WARRIOR, the PRIEST, the 
APOSTLE, the DOCTOR, the MARTYR. . . I feel with my 
soul the courage of the Crusader, the Papal Guard, and I 
would want to die on the field of battle in defense of the 
Church. . . . Martyrdom was the dream of my youth and 

19  See John Paul II, apostolic letter Euntes in mundum 12 (1988).
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this dream has grown with me within Carmel’s cloisters. 
But here again, I feel that my dream is a folly, for I cannot 
confine myself to desiring one kind of martyrdom. To satisfy 
me I need all. 20

She opened the Scriptures to 1 Corinthians 12, which 
speaks of the various visible vocations, saying that all are 
necessary for the common good, and that each comple-
ments the others: 

And God has appointed in the Church first apostles, 
second prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, 
then healers, helpers, administrators, speakers in various 
kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are 
all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of 
healing? Do all speak with tongues? Do all interpret? But 
earnestly desire the higher gifts. And I will show you a still 
more excellent way.21

Still, St. Therese had not found what she was looking 
for, and so she proceeded to St. Paul’s marvelous hymn on 
charity in 1 Corinthians 13, in which he speaks of charity 
as a “higher gift.” Here St. Therese found the hidden and 
invisible vocation of the entire life of the Church, which 
is supernatural charity:

Considering the mystical body of the Church, I had not 
recognized myself in any of the members described by St. 
Paul, or rather I desired to see myself in them all. Charity 
gave me the key to my vocation. I understood that if the 
Church had a body composed of different members, the 
most necessary and most noble of all could not be lacking 
to it, and so I understood that the Church had a Heart and 
that this Heart was BURNING WITH LOVE. I understood 
it was Love alone that made the Church’s members act, that 
if Love ever became extinct, apostles would not preach the 
Gospel and martyrs would not shed their blood. I under-
stood that LOVE COMPRISED ALL VOCATIONS, THAT 
LOVE WAS EVERYTHING, THAT IT EMBRACED ALL 
TIMES AND PLACES. . . . IN A WORD, THAT IT WAS 
ETERNAL!22

The greatness of charity is that it makes complementary 
gifts of the different members of the Body common to all 
through the mutual gift of self. The glories of Christ, Mary, 
the Apostles, Martyrs, and all the saints are the glories of 
all in the Church through the unitive power of love by 
which complementarity makes possible the multiplica-
tion of spiritual treasures in the glorious communion of 
the Mystical Body.

20  St. Therese of Lisieux, The Story of a Soul: The Autobiography 
of St. Therese of Lisieux, trans. John Clarke (Washington DC: ICS 
Publications, 1996), 192 (manuscript B).

21  1 Cor 12:28–31.
22  St. Therese of Lisieux, The Story of a Soul, 194 (manuscript B).


