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MEETING CHRIST TODAY 

Thomas P. Fitzgerald, O.P.  

"The Word was made flesh; he lived among us" (John 1.14). With 
these few words St. John has expressed concisely the mystery of the 
Incarnation — God coming among men. Understandably this truth has 
often been the source of wonder and gratitude for people of all ages and 
in recent years there has been a renewed interest in Christology — 
appreciating who Christ is. 

Father Thomas Fitzgerald O.P. has written two pamphlets to help in 
this appreciation. They are detailed and explain the technical terms that 
the early Fathers of the Church have used but at the same time these 
pamphlets have been written in a style that helps these points to be easily 
understood. 

"Who do people say I am?—An Introduction to Christ-ology" (A.C.T.S. 
publication no. 1745) and "Meeting Christ today" (A.C.T.S. publications 
no. 1746) can be read as a pair of texts providing a complete study or 
each can be read as a unit on its own. 

The Editor 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In his Gospel St. John has preserved for us the memory of the meeting between 
the Risen Christ and Doubting Thomas. At the sight and touch and voice of the Risen 
Christ, Thomas' doubts fell away and he cried out "My Lord and My God." The 
Christ spoke to him for us: 

"Do you believe because you see me? How happy are those who believe 
without seeing me!" (Jn. 20, 24-29) 

By God's grace we believe in Christ without having seen Him. The sources of 
what we believe about Christ are, of course, the Sacred Scriptures, principally the 
New Testament, and more particularly the Gospels, and the teachings of the Church. 

The work of scholars in various fields, in Sacred Scripture, Christology itself and 
in the ancillary disciplines of Language and Linguistics, History, Archeology, 
Interpretation, Sociology, Psychology, and so on, is very valuable to us in our search 
for an ever closer encounter with Christ. 

But the authority of Scholars, no matter how eminent, never can equal that of 
Sacred Scripture itself, nor of the Church. 

So, we must ask, What do the Scriptures tell us of Christ? and What does the 
Church teach us about the mystery of the Incarnation? 
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I. WHAT THE SCRIPTURES TELL US OF CHRIST 

Making our own Christology 

Every Christian has a sort of private "ascending Christology," for, each 
Christian has a private point of view, just as each scholar has, and each Christian, by 
reading the Gospels with loving interest, can meet Christ as His contemporaries 
met Him, seeing in Him a man, certainly. More than a man? All the evidence 
points that way. Seeing Him as God? Faith assures us that this is so.  

Preliminary Remarks on Sacred Scripture, especially the Gospels 

It must always be remembered that the New Testament especially is "the 
Church's book" (CF. Most Rev. E. Clancy, "The Bible," p. 30-31). "The New Testament 
grew out of the Church's preaching," (ibid). 

The Gospels are not biographies as we know a biography. They reflect in part the 
life of the early Christian community. They are part history, part preaching, (cf. V. 
Massori, "Jesus Hypotheses," St. Paul Pub., Slough, Eng., p. 105) They were 
formulated in three stages: 1) Jesus Himself, His life and preaching, 2) the oral 
teaching of the disciples, based on their memories and those of other witnesses, 
summarised and arranged to suit their own purposes, 3) the editing and 
production of the written Gospels as we now have them (Massori, op. cit., p. 106-
107). 

This conclusion of scholars is supported by a most significant Instruction of 
the Biblical Commission (1964) as quoted by Clancy (op. cit. p. 16): "From the many 
things handed down they selected some things, reduced others to a synthesis, still 
others they explicated as they kept in mind the situation of the Churches. With every 
means they sought that their readers might become aware of the reliability of 
those words by which they had been instructed. Indeed, from what they had 
received the sacred writers above all selected the things that were suited to the 
various situations of the faithful and to the purpose they had in mind, and 
adapted their narration of them to the same situation and purpose . . .  the truth 
of the story is not at all affected by the fact that the evangelists relate the words 
and deeds of the Lord in a different order, and express His sayings not literally but 
differently while preserving their sense." 

The Second Council of the Vatican (Divine Revelation n.19) also adopted this 
attitude: "Holy Mother Church has firmly and with absolute constancy held and 
continues to hold that the four gospels just named, whose historical character the 
Church unhesitatingly asserts, faithfully hand on what Jesus Christ while living among 
men really did and taught for their eternal salvation until the day He was taken up 
into Heaven (cf. Acts 1, 1-2). Indeed, after the Ascension of the Lord the Apostles 
handed on to their hearers what he had said and done. This they did with that 
clearer understanding which they enjoyed after they had been instructed by the 
events of Christ's risen life and taught by the light of the Spirit of Truth."  
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What the Gospels tell us about Christ 

He was fully a man with a nature just like any other, cf. Lk. 24, 39: "See my hands 
and my feet that it is I myself; for a spirit hath not flesh and bones as you see me to 
have." He had the same need for food and drink, cf. Lk. 4,2: after His fast in the desert 
"he was hungry;" the same need for rest, cf. Mt. 4, 38: in the storm-tossed boat he was 
"sleeping upon a pillow." Christ had emotional needs, e.g. for company during His 
agony, cf. Mk. 14, 37: "Simon, sleepest thou? Couldst thou not watch one hour?" 
Indeed, as can be seen from the Gospels Christ experienced the whole range of 
human emotions: Love, cf. Jn. 11,3  — "He (Lazarus) whom thou lovest is sick"; Hate, 
cf. Mt. 21, 13 at what the money-changers and merchants were doing to the Temple, 
cf. Lk. 13, 32 at the dishonesty and cunning of rulers — "Go and tell that fox 
(Herod).. ."; Desire, cf. Lk. 22, 15 — "With desire I have desired to eat. . ."; 
Aversion, cf. Mk. 14, 36 — "Let this chalice pass.. ." Joy, cf. Lk. 7,9 — at the 
Centurion's faith and Mt. 11, 25 at God's revealing Himself to "Little ones;" Sorrow, 
cf. Mt. 26, 37: "He began to grow sorrowful and to be sad."; Hope, cf. Jn. 17, 1 — 
"Glorify thy Son. . ."; Despair, cf. Mt. 26, 42: "If I must drink it. . .," and Mt. 14, 30 — 
"You will deny me. . .;" Courage, cf. Mk. 14, 36 — "Thy will be done."; Fear, cf. Mk. 
14, 33 -"He began to fear. . ."; Anger, cf. Mt. 21, 13 — in the Temple at the cupidity 
of the merchants, and Lk. 4, 8 at St. Peter's trying to turn Him from His purpose, 
"Get behind me, Satan. . ." Christ had senses which could and did delight in the 
beauty of nature, cf. Lk. 12, 27 — "Consider the lilies of the field" (one of the most 
lyrical passages in all literature), and a human mind served by his human senses, his 
imagination and his memory, and which was, therefore, capable of growing in 
human wisdom, and incapable of comprehending the divine mystery of the 
Incarnation, even with infused knowledge and the Beatific Vision which St. Thomas 
Aquinas held Him to possess even on earth. Finally, Christ had a very human will 
that needed, as any human will does, the strengthening of the natural moral virtues 
acquired by practice, and of the infused virtues which come with Grace. 

He was not only a Man, as the manner of His conception as reported by St. Luke 
(cf. Lk. 1, 34-35) clearly indicates. No one could doubt Christ's sanity, and yet He 
was put to death for claiming to be the equal of God, and He never under torture 
protested nor denied it. He worked miracles by His own power (demythologisers 
starting from the assumption that miracles are not possible need careful watching), 
and even forgave sins in His own name (cf. Lk. 5, 24; Jn. 8, 1-11). He called God His 
Father in a quite special and intimate sense (cf. Lk. 2, 49, Jn. 14 all). Finally, he rose 
from the dead and was seen alive by many witnesses. No ordinary man this.  
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Some Problems - A sort of Catechism  

(i) ABOUT CHRIST'S KNOWLEDGE 

(a) Did His knowledge increase? 

His experiential and human knowledge did. His divine knowledge (and He 
possessed both) could not. Having two natures, a human and the divine, Christ 
had two kinds of knowledge. 

(b) Did He know He was God? 

Not by His human knowledge. Even Christ's human mind could not 
comprehend the Divinity. By His divine knowledge, of course He knew 
Himself to be God. 

(c) Did He know that he was the Messiah? 

The same answer holds as for the previous question, but He would have 
grown in a human awareness of just what being the Messiah meant. 

(d) Could Christ have erred intellectually? 

Hans Kung's answer: Yes, to err is human and Christ was human, seems to 
bypass the fact that for us erring is an effect of Original Sin by which Christ was 
not affected. His nature was in no way flawed or imperfect in its activities. The 
answer "No" given by the Scholastics to this question seems to be the better one, 
in spite of the mysteries and difficulties it leaves unsolved. Experientially, of 
course, Christ would have been subject to the same limitations of understanding 
of, say, physical laws, as His fellow countrymen contemporaries. 

(ii) ABOUT CHRIST'S HUMANITY 

(a) Was it real or only a pretence? 

It was real. He was really and truly, though not only a man. 

(b) Does not such an answer put a strain on credulity? 

Probably. Any divine mystery revealed to man is bound to test man's love 
and trust. Fortunately, a Christian has Faith and not just credulity. 

(iii) ABOUT HIS AFFECT ON OTHERS 

(a) Did His apostles and disciples recognise that He was God as well as man? 

Not at first. Their understanding grew and kept on growing, especially 
after His resurrection, as ours does today under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  
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(b) What about some of the words and actions both of Jesus and of His 
disciples as reported in the Gospels? Did they really happen that way, or have the 
Gospel writers, with later knowledge, put on the lips of Christ and His followers 
words they could not have uttered? 

Quite possibly. The Scriptures, and especially the Gospels, are the Church's 
book, written for her purposes and her people, and written under divine 
inspiration. This by no means implies that the Gospel accounts are fictional, 
merely that they are human as well as divine, and very much in the style and 
manner in which people tell others about people and events in their own life. The 
attempts of rationalists to explain away, e.g. the miracles and other Gospel 
phenomena seem to require a greater act of faith from their "believers" than 
is required to accept the 

Gospel stories as they are read with the understanding of Faith served by the 
best and latest in sound Biblical scholarship. The following powerful passage 
from Cardinal Newman's "Essays Critical and Historical" is even more pertinent 
today than when it was written a century ago: "It is rationalism to accept 
revelation and then to explain it away; to speak of it as the word of God, and to 
treat it as the word of man; to refuse to let it speak for itself; to claim to be told 
the why and the how of God's dealings with us, as therein described, and to assign 
to Him a motive and scope of our own; to stumble at the partial knowledge which 
He may give us of them; to put aside what is obscure as if it had not been said at 
all; to accept one half of what has been told us, and not the other half, to assume 
that the contents of revelation are also its proof; to frame some gratuitous 
hypothesis about them, and then to garble, gloss and colour them, to trim, clip, 
pare away, and twist them, in order to bring them into conformity with the idea to 
which we have subjected them." 

(c)  What about the similarities which exist between, say the story of 
Christ's death and resurrection and the pagan myths of the dying and rising gods? 
Or between the Infancy Narratives and Old Testament stories of a similar kind? 

Once again, the assertion of some scholars that the New Testament stories 
are mythical, or even fictional, and based on pagan prototypes is harder to 
believe than the simple Gospel narratives. Just because a later action or story is 
like an earlier fictional story it does not follow necessarily that the later description 
is fictitious. Because the exploits of modern space-travellers and astronauts 
seem very like what children used to read in the "Flash Gordon" comics of half a 
century ago it does not follow that the present day story of space exploration is a 
myth 

(iv) ABOUT HIS RESURRECTION 

(a) Did Christ really and physically rise from the dead? 
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The Apostles, and especially Doubting Thomas, who saw Him risen, who 
spoke with Him and ate with Him, obviously thought so, as did the holy women 
and the "500 disciples" and James and St. Paul. The soldiers who had been 
guarding Christ's tomb knew that at least one story to discredit the Christians' 
belief and claim that Christ had risen was untrue (cf. Mt. 28, 11-15). Yet this story 
is still told today, and by much better educated men than were those soldiers or 
their masters. Many of those who claimed that they had seen Jesus alive after His 
death and burial died terrible deaths themselves rather than admit they were 
mistaken, which they knew they were not. 

(b) Was Jesus' risen body real? 

Doubting Thomas would have said so, blushing for having doubted it. 

(c) Are not the accounts of Jesus' appearances after rising from the dead 
merely the attempts on the part of the gospel writers to express the 
inexpressible, to account for their transforming experience of knowing that 
Jesus was alive still? 

There is no reason at all for saying so. The stories of all the appearances ring 
too true to allow the possibility that they are not accurate descriptions of what 
took place in the upper room, on the road to Emmaus, at the lake-side in the early 
morning. In his "Theology and the Gospel of Christ" (SPCK, Lond., 1977, p. 73), E. L. 
Mascall gives a passage from a paper by C. S. Lewis entitled "Modern Theology 
and Biblical Criticism." What Lewis said is pertinent here: "I have been reading 
poems, romances, vision-literature, legends, myths all my life. I know what they 
are like. I know that not one of them is like this (He is speaking of the Fourth 
Gospel). Of this text there are only two possible views. Either this is reportage — 
though it may no doubt contain errors — pretty close up to the facts; nearly as 
close as Boswell. Or else, some unknown writer in the second century, without 
known predecessors or successors, suddenly anticipated the whole technique of 
modern, novelistic, realistic narrative. If it is untrue, it must be narrative of that 
kind. The reader who doesn't see this has simply not learned to read" 

(d)  Was it the same body which was crucified which was seen by the 
witnesses to the Risen Christ? 

In some ways it was different. Jesus could come and go without any need to 
open doors and windows. He could disappear suddenly as at Emmaus. In other 
ways it was the same, with the wounds still visible and tangible, as Thomas found 
out. We are dealing with a great mystery, of course. But, so indeed is it mysterious 
that our bodies, though still ours and recognisably so, at 57 are the same yet 
different from our bodies at 5 or 7. Identity is the product more of the soul than 
of the body itself for, as the Scholastics would say, the soul is the "form" of the 
body, and form is that which makes a thing to be what it is.  
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There is no substitute for reading of the Gospels themselves. These read with 
Faith and commonsense, and with the help of sound scholarship, under the guidance 
of the Church, will speak to the honest and sincere inquirer of Christ Himself. For, 
as T. W. Manson (cf. "The Sayings of Jesus," SCM. London, 1964, p. 345) puts it, 
"The essence of the Gospel is that Jesus — His life and death and victory over death, 
His ministry, His teaching — Jesus is the divine act, the fulfilment of God's redemptive 
purpose, the incarnation of the Kingdom of God." 

An "Ascending Christology," therefore from a reading of the Gospels 
undertaken with Faith, will enable the Christian to see that the Christ of History is the 
same as the Christ of Faith; that, as Fr. Y. Congar, O.P., puts it somewhere, not only is 
Jesus Christ God, but that God is Jesus Christ. 

 

II. WHAT THE CHURCH TELLS US ABOUT CHRIST 

From just such an "ascending Christology" as that described above, the 
Church, under the light of the Holy Spirit, has constructed her dogmas. For, the 
Magisterium is a listener and a learner before it is a teacher. Hence, as Fr. A. Dulles, 
SJ. . . . remarks "the dogmatic tradition furnishes indispensable guidelines for 
theology." 

The Church's View of Scripture and Dogma (cf. R. Brown, "Crises," P. 112 ff.) 

The Biblical Commission in its statement of 21. 4. 64 affirms that the Gospels 
are not to be taken as literal or chronological accounts of the words and deeds of 
Jesus. The statement distinguishes three stages in the building up of the Church's 
tradition:  

1) the ministry of Jesus - "He followed the modes of reasoning and of exposition 
which were in vogue at the time. He accommodated Himself to the mentality of his 
listeners." (Note that this is not quite what Raymond Brown says it is, viz. the 
recognition by the Church of a limited world-view on Jesus' part.);  

2) the preaching of the Apostles — "After Jesus rose from the dead . . . His divinity 
was clearly perceived . . . There is no need to deny that the Apostles passed on to 
their listeners what was really said and done by the Lord with that fuller 
understanding which they enjoyed.";  

3) the writing by the Evangelists — "From the many things handed down they 
selected some things, reduced others to a synthesis, (still) others they explicated as 
they kept in mind the situation of the Churches . . . The truth of the story is not at all 
affected by the fact that the Evangelists relate the words and deeds of the Lord in a 
different order, and express His sayings not literally but differently . . .  It is apparent 
(from "new investigations") that the doctrine and life of Jesus were not simply 
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reported for the sole purpose of being remembered, but were 'preached' so as to 
offer the Church a basis, of faith and morals." 

Speaking on "Inerrancy" (1965) the Fathers of Vatican II pointed out that "the 
Books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching firmly, faithfully, and 
without error that truth which God wanted put into the Sacred Writings for the sake 
of Salvation.'" 

On Dogma itself "Mysterium Ecclesiae" (1973) reminds the Christian that the 
meaning of dogmatic formulas remains constant "even when it is expressed with 
greater clarity or more developed." History affects the expressions used in the 
formulations of dogmas, but "dogmatic relativism" must be avoided. This is an echo 
of Pope John's famous words at the opening of the Second Vatican Council on 
11.10.1962: "The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of faith is one 
thing and the way it is presented is another." 

The Church's Teaching about Christ 

"I believe in God the Father Almighty . . . and in Jesus Christ His only Son, our 
Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under 
Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried. He descended into Hell; the third 
day He rose again from the dead. He ascended into Heaven and is seated at the 
right hand of God the Father almighty. From thence He shall come to judge the 
living and the dead." This "Apostles' Creed", based upon the old Roman Creed from 
before the 4th century and completed by the 8th century, still accurately expresses 
the belief of the Catholic and other Christian Churches. The doctrines contained in it 
are all to be found in one way or another in the earliest written document in the 
New Testament, St. Paul's letters to the Thessalonians, and is repeated faithfully in 
Pope Paul VI's "Credo of the People of God." 

The Teaching of "the Four Councils" 

Four great Ecumenical Councils addressed themselves to the mammoth task of 
expressing accurately and in correct human terms the doctrine of the Incarnation. 
The Council of Nicaea (325) against the teachings of the Arians made use of the 
Greek word, "Homoousios" to signify that Christ is of the same being or substance 
as the Father (and the Holy Spirit); the Council of Constantinople (381) condemned 
the notion of the Appollinarians which held that in Christ there was no real manhood. 
It also reaffirmed the teachings of Nicaea; the Council of Ephesus (431) against the 
Nestorians who claimed there were two persons in Christ, stated that there was one 
only, and reaffirmed the doctrines of Nicaea and Constantinople. This Council 
also defined that Mary is rightly called "the Mother of God," for her Son, Christ, is a 
divine Person; the Council of Chalcedon (451) reaffirmed the teachings of Nicaea, 
Constantinople, and Ephesus and stated that Christ is one Person in two Natures 
which are united unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly and inseparably. 
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The Dogma (from the Greek word 'dokein,' to think - a doctrine thought out 
and laid down with authority: nothing to be frightened of, especially when the 
authority in question is that given by Christ Himself: "He who hears you hears me..") 
The Church's teaching on Christ can be summed up in two sentences: 1) There are in 
Christ one Person and two natures, one divine, the other human; 2) Christ is, 
therefore, fully God and fully, but not only, man. 

In explaining what she means the Church has pressed into her service the 
ancient Greek Philosophers and has used their terminology as being the best available 
at the time. By the time of St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) the Church's theologians 
had worked out a very clear explanation of the terms of the dogmatic definition. 

Explanation of the Terms of the Dogma 

Nature and Person — For a fuller treatment of this subject the reader is referred 
to Frank Sheed's "Theology and Sanity," especially chapters XVI and XVII, as being 
still one of the sanest, clearest and best expositions in English of the doctrine of the 
Incarnation. He points out (cf. p. 171) that the doctrine of the one person and two 
natures of Christ Our Lord is simply the answer to the question who and what He is. 
It should be noted that in the Church's terminology a person is a thinking substance, 
substance being a philosophical, not a chemical or physical term, and meaning 
something that can exist by itself, i.e. not needing anything else to exist in, as e.g. a 
smile needs a face to be in, or a colour some coloured thing.  

A Human Nature — Nature is conceived of as being that in things which makes 
them thus and so, of a certain kind and capable of a certain kind of action. Trees 
have a different nature from dogs and people; dogs and people are capable of 
actions not possible to trees. Christ, the Church says, had a perfectly human nature. 
He really was a man with a human body and a human soul, the body having been 
formed in the womb of Mary, the soul being the direct creation of God. He had a 
real human intellect and a real human will. Not only did he have a natural body and 
soul, but he, no less than any other human being, needed the grace of God to enable 
His human nature to perform supernatural actions. 

A Divine Person — His person, though, was divine. It was not a human person, 
but was the Person of the Word of God, the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity. 
Person in the Church's definition is the "I" in each human being (and angel, for that 
matter — for angels are substances that think and love). "The person is that which 
does the actions. . ." (Sheed, op. cit. p. 57). Person answers the question not what? 
(which nature does), but who? So, says Sheed, "Nature says what we are, person says 
who we are; nature is the source of our operations, person does them." (p. 58) 

In our experience of human beings each person has only one nature, and each 
human nature one person. The mystery of the Trinity (in the person/nature formula) 
is precisely that one divine nature is possessed totally by each of three persons (not 
shared, note, but totally possessed by each); and the mystery of the Incarnation is 
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precisely that one of these Divine Persons (the Second) has two natures, one divine 
by which He is God and always has been, another human by which He is really and 
truly a man, which He was not always but which He began to be a few years before 
the beginning of our era. 

St. Cyril of Alexandria, (died 444) the great defender of the divine maternity of the 
Virgin Mary, long ago expressed most clearly and beautifully all that we have been 
saying here: (cf. Letters, quoted in The Prayer of the Church, Office of Readings, 
June 27, 1979) "Scripture says that the Word of God was made flesh, that is, that he 
was united to flesh which had a rational soul. The Word of God took to himself 
descent from Abraham and shared in flesh and blood, forming for himself a body 
from a woman, so that he should not only be God but should become man too and 
be regarded as one of our race because of his union with us. 

 Immanuel therefore is made up of two realities, divinity and humanity, as we 
must acknowledge. But the Lord Jesus Christ is one, the one true Son, who is both 
God and Man. He is not deified as we are by grace, but rather is true God made 
manifest in human form for us. Saint Paul confirms this with his words: 'When the 
fullness of time came, God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the law; 
to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as 
sons'." 

Change in formulation needed? 

The One Person/Two Natures terminology was used by the four great Councils 
and has been used repeatedly by the Church until our own day to express the 
Mystery. Given the meanings of person and nature as understood by the Church, 
the terms are clear and precise and most valuable in increasing our knowledge of the 
Godhead. Have these terms become meaningless today? Many scholars would say 
"Yes." If they are right then one of two courses is open to the preacher of the Word: 
either he must seek to restore the words to their original meaning, or he must try to 
express the same substance of the doctrine in words that are up-to-date. 

In the opinion of many, it would be a pity to change the accepted terminology, 
for a variety of reasons: 1) it is precise and clear; 2) it is fixed and not subject to the 
fluctuations and movements of thought which often seem to be, in Christopher 
Derrick's phrase, "obsessively contemporaneous" and so changeable as to be 
virtually useless for communication, each new writer bringing with him to the 
bookstands his own terminology; 3) it is still very much the language or common 
speech of ordinary people who use the terms person and nature quite often and 
with great accuracy: "Why does he tell so many lies? I suppose it's just his nature," 
"She has the loveliest nature" — thus clearly distinguishing between the notions of 
person (He, She etc.) and nature, assigning the sort of actions performed to the 
nature, and responsibility for those actions to a quite distinct source. Also, no one 
would ask of a cat, "Who is this?" nor of a person, "What is this?" 4) the terminology 
being clear, people are freed from the bother of making another terminology just 
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as expressive, and are freed for the much more rewarding task of loving, worshipping, 
following Christ.  

However, though it might be a pity to have to change the accepted terminology 
for expressing the mystery of Christ, it would be an even greater pity not to preach 
Him in a way in which God's modern children could accept Him. The Church, after 
Pope John's words to the young Vatican II, has opened the way for scholars to refine 
even accepted terminologies, for the sake of the men and women of each 
succeeding age. 

 

III CHRIST IN OUR LIFE 

Christology for the committed Christian can never remain just at the level of an 
academic exercise. The knowledge the Christian seeks is not merely intellectual. Christ 
Himself spoke of it in terms of life: "This is eternal life: that they may know thee, the 
only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent." (Jn. 17, 3) St. Augustine saw 
it as revealing to man his destiny: "Let us rejoice, then, in the grace given to us. What 
greater favour could God bestow on us than to make His only Son a son of man, and 
every son of man in turn a son of God" (cf. Sermon, Reading I I ,  Office of Readings, 
Christmas Eve). While St. Leo the Great (cf. Homily, Reading II, Office of Readings, 
Christmas Day) sees it as an awareness of man's true dignity: "Be conscious, O 
Christian, of your dignity! You have been made partaker of the divine nature; do not 
fall again by a corrupt manner of living into the beggarly elements above which you 
are lifted. Remember that it is he who has delivered you from the power of darkness 
and has transferred you into God's light and God's kingdom." And the Preface for 
the Nativity sees the Christian, instructed in Christ, as rising from the love of things 
seen to a love of greater things unseen. 

Christ, the Sacrament of God 

The term is Schillebeeckx's but the idea is Christ's own: "Philip, he that seeth 
me seeth the Father also." (Jn. 14, 9) That God should be Christ, as Fr. Congar 
reminds us, is a wonderful thing: that God should care, as Christ did, for us human 
beings in such a "human" way, and for the whole of creation, that God should love 
tenderly men and women as Christ did; that God should forgive sinners and take 
their part against their legally correct accusers, as Christ did; that God should hunger 
for the return of the Prodigal, as Christ said He did; that God should think so much of 
our nature and of our world that the Second Divine Person of the Blessed Trinity 
should become man and live among us as one of us, as Christ did; that that Divine 
Person in our human nature should have suffered and died "for us men and for 
our salvation" and should have risen again to take us with Him to eternal life, 
giving us a share of that eternal life even here on earth by His grace — all this is very 
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wonderful. Christ is truly the sacrament of God, the sign that causes the grace it 
signifies. 

All the knowledge we have acquired in our study of Christology, and all that 
we have yet to acquire, has a very practical purpose: that we may know Christ and 
God in the full Biblical sense of the word "know," that we should be able to 
contemplate Christ as God-made-man-for-us, to have a loving awareness of His 
presence within us. Christ is our way into the life of the Blessed Trinity: "If any man 
love me my Father will love him and we will come to him and make our abode with 
him." (Jn. 14, 23) So, for us all Christology ends in Soteriology — though as 
Schillebeeckx reminds us (cf. "Jesus — An Experiment in Christology," Collins, Lond. 
1979, p. 21) for the first Christians it was the other way about. For them, their 
knowledge of Christ as Saviour (Soteriology) led them to investigate more deeply and 
lovingly His true nature and everything about Him. 

The Church, the Sacrament of Christ 

Christ said some remarkable things indicative of the unity which He had effected 
between His followers and Himself: "Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me?" He 
asked of Paul on the road to Damascus; and "So long as you did it to one of these 
... you did it to me." (cf. Acts 26, 14, and Mt. 26, 40) So, it is in the Church that we 
encounter Christ in so many ways: when the Scriptures are read, when we pray with 
our brothers and sisters, when we receive the Sacraments or are present at Mass, 
when we give each other the sign of peace, when we go to the aid of our less 
fortunate brethren. 

What does all this mean to us? 

"There is no nation under heaven which has its gods so close as our God is close 
to us whenever we call upon Him." (Deut. 4, 7) Man's age-old quest for union with 
God, for a life lived in friendship with God, is given meaning and fulfilment by the 
Incarnation and all that followed from it: Redemption, Church, Sacraments. We 
have been made one body with Christ by Baptism, and that union is brought to its 
peak of perfection each time we receive Holy Communion. Our joys receive a keener 
and more lasting effect from being united to His joys, our sorrows are saved from 
being meaningless and hopeless by being joined to His sorrows; and we are able 
confidently to strive towards the glory we shall have with Him in Heaven. Our prayer 
life receives a great impetus by our being able to offer our petitions "through Jesus 
Christ Our Lord. . ."; and we have Christ's word that if we pray thus our prayers will be 
answered. Sin becomes easier to avoid when we recollect what sin did to Christ in His 
passion and death on the cross; and when we think of the bad effects those sins still 
have on the other members of Christ's body on earth, for there is no sin of ours which 
has merely an individual effect, so closely are we united through Baptism and 
Eucharist with Christ and His members. 
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Since Christ was truly (though not only) human, we can take Him as our model, 
and so come to know even ourselves better: ". . . only in the mystery of the 
Incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light. For Adam, the first man, was 
a figure of Him who was to come, namely Christ the Lord, Christ, the final Adam, by 
the revelation of the mystery of the Father and His love, fully reveals man to himself 
and makes his supreme calling clear. . ." ("Gaudium et Spes" n. 22) "He blazed a trail 
and if we follow it life and death are made holy and take on a new meaning." (ibid.) 
"Through Christ and in Christ the riddles of sorrow and death grow meaningful. Apart 
from His Gospel they overwhelm us. Christ has risen, destroying death by His 
death. He has lavished life upon us, so that as sons in the Son we can cry out in spirit: 
Abba, Father." (ibid.) While, in n. 42 of the same document Vatican II sums up for us 
succinctly and encouragingly what living in Christ means to mankind: "Whoever 
follows after Christ, the perfect man, becomes himself more of a man." 

Requirements for the following of Christ 

First we must know about Him; and then we must know Him and love Him. 
Our Faith must be an "informed" Faith, both in the sense that it must be based on 
true knowledge and that it must be motivated by supernatural love. To achieve 
this we must: 

1. read and study the Scriptures, especially the New Testament, and most 
especially the four Gospels. Commentaries are indispensable, but we must test 
every spirit to see if it be from God. No day should pass  without our 
spending at least one quarter of an hour pondering the Gospels and in 
keeping all its words in our heart, as Mary, Christ's Mother, pondered the 
great mystery of Her Son; 

2. pray constantly; have Christ continually before our eyes; adore Him, thank 
Him, ask His pardon for our offences, pray for an increase in Christlikeness, 
ask Him for everything we need for body and soul for ourselves and others 
and for the better living of our Christian life; 

3. contemplate Christ if we can, or at least pray for the grace of 
contemplation, i.e. for that loving awareness and intuition of the presence of 
God and Christ, and practice contemplation by getting back to the Rosary (if we 
have ever let it go) which is simply a pocket edition of the Gospels and still 
the best training-ground that has been devised for contemplatives; 

4.  practise the moral virtues of Prudence, Justice, Fortitude and Temperance 
and all their attendant virtues without which there can be no following of Christ, 
no persevering and sincere prayer, no contemplation: "Not everyone who says 
to me Lord, Lord will enter the Kingdom of Heaven, but he that does the will of my 
Father in Heaven he shall enter the Kingdom of Heaven." (Mt. 7, 21)  
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 Finally, Christology is for all, not just for a few privileged scholars, for, 
Christology serves our imitation of Christ — and Christ is more important than 
Christology. 

Conclusion 

In Manila in the Philippines on November 29, 1970 (quoted in The Prayer of the 
Church, Office of Readings, Sunday of week 13) Pope Paul VI gave a very beautiful 
and in so many ways an autobiographical, homily on preaching Christ to the world. 
This homily, quoted in part, forms a most appropriate conclusion for this pamphlet: 

"Unhappy am I if I do not preach the gospel! I am sent for this by Christ himself. I 
am an apostle and a witness. The more distant the goal and the harder to command, 
the more does "love drive me on." I must preach his name: Jesus, "the Christ," the 
Son of the living God." He has shown me the invisible God, for he is "the First-born 
of all creation," and "in him all things hold together." He is the Teacher and Redeemer 
of mankind; he was born and died and rose for us.  

He is the centre of history and of all reality. He knows and loves us; he is our 
companion and friend, the Man of sorrows and the Man of hope; he shall come 
again as our judge, but also we trust, as the everlasting fullness of life and 
blessedness for us. 

There is always more to say of Him: he is light and truth, "the way, truth, and 
life"; bread and well of living water that satisfy our hunger and thirst; shepherd, 
guide, model; our consolation and our Brother. Like us, more than us, he was lowly 
and poor, humiliated and hardworking, oppressed and patient under it. He preached 
for our sake, worked miracles, and established a new kingdom in which the poor are 
blessed, the mourners are exalted and consoled, and those hungry for holiness are 
filled; in which the sinner can find pardon, and all men are brothers. 

This, then, is Christ Jesus. You have heard of him; many of you are his because 
you are Christians. To you, then, fellow Christians, I repeat his name. To all I proclaim 
it: Christ Jesus is the Beginning and the End, the Alpha and the Omega, King of the 
new world, the hidden and ultimate explanation of human history and of our 
destiny as men. He is more perfectly a Son of Man than anyone else because he is 
the eternal and infinite Son of God and Son of Mary, blessed among women, his 
Mother in the flesh and our Mother through our communion with the Spirit 
who forms the Mystical Body! 

Jesus Christ! We preach him to you for the sake of eternal life; we want his 
name to echo to the ends of the earth and through all the ages." 
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SOME TERMS EXPLAINED 

In the order in which they appear 

Ascending Christology Used of the method whereby Christologists begin their 
studies from the humanity of Jesus as known from the Gospels, rather than from 
the Church's dogma about the Incarnation. This latter method is called Descending 
Christology.  

Biblical Commission A committee of scholars who advise the Pope and the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith on Biblical matters.  

Moral Virtues Those virtues or good habits which regulate character and 
conduct, e.g. justice, prudence, fortitude, temperance.  

Infused Virtues Virtues, whether moral (see above) or theological (Faith, Hope, 
Charity) which are not acquired by human action but which are given to us with 
Grace by God.  

Demythologiser One who seeks to interpret the Bible by discounting forms of 
expression which are held to be mythical rather than true in a literal and obvious 
sense.  

Experiential Knowledge Knowledge gained by human experience in everyday 
living.  

Scholastics Thinkers who follow the philosophical and theological methods 
evolved in the Middle Ages and developed since for speculating about revealed 
truth. Their chief aim is at reasoning about revelation.  

Rationalists Thinkers who tend to imagine that man needs no revelation from 
God, that man's mind can encompass all that is or ever might be.  

Dogma A revealed truth defined by the Magisterium of the Church to be believed 
by all the Faithful.  

Magisterium The supreme teaching office in the Church, vested in the Pope and 
Bishops of the Church in union with the Pope.  

Inerrancy Not liable to error. Used of Sacred Scripture in the sense that the 
writings contain no false teaching. Infallibility, inability to err, is used rather of the 
teaching authority of the Church which we believe cannot lead us astray in matters 
of Faith and Morals.  

Dogmatic Relativism The notion that the Church's teaching and beliefs, and 
the expression of these, are conditioned by the beliefs and culture patterns of 
each succeeding age. 
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Ecumenical Council General Councils of Bishops of the whole world and others 
called by the Pope. When its decrees in matters of doctrine and discipline are 
sanctioned and promulgated by the Pope they are binding on all the Faithful. 

Christology That part of systematic theology which deals with Christ, His 
person, Nature and attributes. 

Sacrament A sacred sign instituted by Christ which contains or effects what it 
signifies. 

Soteriology That part of Theology which deals with Christ as Saviour of the 
world. 
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