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Surely one of the most beautiful, one of the most enduring, and one of the most sublime teachings of
Vatican II is the universal call to holiness in Lumen Gentium, chapter 5. I have never reread this
chapter without feeling an increase of my own zeal for answering this call, even as I become more
aware, at the same time, of how much I fall short. Still, it is so beautiful, it makes me want to persist.

But what is holiness? I want to suggest that it is not, in the first instance, a concept abstracted from
concrete holy persons and holy things, a category into which they are fitted because they conform to
its defining features. For holiness, as Lumen Gentium puts it, is nothing else but “the perfection of love
(caritas)” (LG 39; cf. 42),[1] and there is nothing more concrete than this perfection, for it has as its
content Jesus Christ, “love divine all loves excelling / joy of heaven to earth come down” (Charles
Wesley). He, “together with the Father and the Spirit, is hailed as ‘alone holy’” (LG 39). The meaning
of the word “holy” comes from him who is “alone holy,” not the other way around, as if the meaning of
“holy” is established independently and God is then found to qualify.

The same is true for love. The Trinity is “alone holy” because the Trinity is “an eternal exchange of
love” (CCC 221) such that “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8). The sentence is not reversible, to “Love is God,”
which would invite us to fill in the content of “love” with whatever is currently fashionable on greeting
cards and then to think that God is that. Luckily, the content of what Love is, and therefore what God
is, and therefore what holiness is, is filled out for us concretely in Jesus Christ, who “loved the Church
as his Bride, giving himself up for her so as to sanctify her” (see Eph 5:25-26; LG 39). The sacrifice of
Christ on the Cross “‘for the sins of the whole world’ (1 Jn 2:2) expresses his loving communion with
the Father” (CCC 606), since he “embraces in his human heart the Father’s love for human beings,”
and loves us “to the end” (Jn 13:1; CCC 609).

This love is the only love that has not even the slightest taint of self-interest. It is the love that “emptied
itself” of the “form of God,” and received the “form of a servant” (Phil 2:5). There can be no self-
interest in this because God already has everything, is everything, he needs or wants; so, the self-
emptying is pure gift. Only such a love can be the medium of true human communion. And if that
weren’t enough, the Word not only “became flesh” (Jn 1:14) but also “sin” (2 Cor 5:21), meaning that
he did not take on a human nature in its unfallen condition, as he was clearly entitled to, but rather
took flesh under the conditions of the Fall, subject to suffering and death. Though sinless, he entered
into solidarity with sinners, accepting our lot as his lot, thereby making us his, giving us a new
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solidarity in his love, so that we now have a new way of saying “we” as human beings that is no longer
in  “Adam” only but in his love, that of the Second Adam.

Baptism incorporates us into this new “we,” into being “his.” Thus incorporated we are bound by his
spousal love to him as Head and to one another as members. This communion as “his,” in his spousal
love, is fulfilled and perfected in the Eucharist, which “makes the Church” (CCC 1396). We do not
make the Church by our will to convoke ourselves, or by our collective virtue or lack thereof, for that
matter. When we love the Church, and place our faith in the Church, we are loving and placing our
faith in the love that binds this Church of sinners into one Body. We love the Love that did not have
contempt for us as sinners but joined in solidarity with us and so made us his. This is what we love
when we love the Church, not the virtue or vice of her leaders or members, since all are sinners. That
is the wonderful thing: this merciful love still binds sinners together, while we sinners cannot defile it or
render it void, because the Cross cannot be made void.

This love makes the Church; and, therefore, the Church is holy: “The Church, whose mystery is set
forth by this sacred synod, is held, as a matter of faith, to be unfailingly holy,”not because any member
of the Church, Mary excepted, is unfailingly holy but because “Christ, the Son of God, who with the
Father and the Holy Spirit is hailed as ‘alone holy,’ loved the Church as his Bride, giving himself up for
her so as to sanctify her” (LG 39). This act of sanctification cannot be annulled because it is his.  It is
his act of making the Church, both then and now. The Church is holy not because of anything we add
to the equation, in the first instance, precisely because it is not our work, but his. His trinitarian love for
the Father—bent towards us as his sacrificial, spousal love—becomes ours as it is mediated to us by
the sacraments as communion in the Church. Thus, new members of the Church by baptism, come to
partake in a holiness they did not give themselves but that, as members of Christ, is truly theirs: “The
followers of Christ, called by God not for what they had done but by His design and grace, and
justified in the Lord Jesus, have been made sons and daughters of God by the Baptism of faith and
partakers of the divine nature, and so are truly sanctified” (LG 40).  

Thus, the universal call to holiness has the form of an exhortation to ironically “become what you are”
(to steal a phrase from John Paul II’s advice to families; see Familiaris Consortio 17). Just as the
children of Israel were freed from the Egyptians by the mighty acts of God as they passed through the
Red Sea to freedom, so we are freed from the old solidarity in lawlessness and sin by Christ’s mighty
act of loving solidarity as we pass through the waters of baptism. Just as the people of Israel—though
100% free through God’s act—had to learn how to think and act like free people who do not prefer
slavery just to have “garlic, leeks, cucumbers and melons” again (Num 11:5), so we baptized—made
holy by the perfect charity of Christ binding us into a true communion in his love—have to learn how to
act and think and love like Christ. We must, “hold on to and perfect in [our] own lives that holiness
which [we] have received from God” (LG 40).

Just as the effects of slavery made it hard for the Israelites to acquire a taste for the liberty they
actually had, so the effects of original sin, namely concupiscence and the fear of death, make it a
struggle, a “battle” even (CCC 409), to grow in the holiness we have been given at baptism. The
struggle really is to allow that love, by which we are incorporated into Christ, to grow in us, to push us
forward to perfection, to open our hearts to itself ever more and more, and to receive into our hearts
all that God wants us to receive there.

And that is a lot. It includes the Bride of Christ herself, the Church. Loving the Church is one of the
surest ways to true holiness, because it means loving the love that makes the Church, the love that
did not disdain mixed company but descended to “sin,” to where we, in our self-righteousness, would
never descend. And the funny thing is that if we love the Church more and more (despite scandal and
through scandals) and learn to see her with the same sacrificial vision in which Christ saw and sees
her, we will learn to love the world and to lovingly receive everyone in it too; because in loving the
Church, we are loving the love “that so loved the world” (Jn 3:16). The Church is the sacrament of this
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love of the world. Pius XII put it best: “True love of the Church, therefore, requires not only that we
should be mutually solicitous one for another as members and sharing in their suffering [which is hard
enough!], but likewise that we should recognize in other human beings, although they are not yet
joined to us in the body of the Church, our brothers and sisters in Christ according to the flesh, called,
together with us, to the same eternal salvation,” that is, to holiness (Mystici Corporis 96).

The Church, as Bride, is the sacrament of all of creation as beloved by God. With our vision formed by
our daily Eucharistic communion with the sacrificial love of Christ that espoused the Church, we will
more and more grow in the love of the Church and thus in the vision of God’s world as beloved,
especially in the persons of the poor, the seemingly useless, the wholly vulnerable, the fragile. The life
of sanctification is none other than the Eucharistic life of growing in our conformity to him who, with the
Father and the Holy Spirit, is “alone holy.”

Dr. John C. Cavadini is Professor of Theology at the University of Notre Dame and the McGrath-
Cavadini Director of the Institute for Church Life. 

Note

[1] Citations in this article from the Second Vatican Council are drawn from Vatican Council II:
Constitutions, Decrees, Declarations, Austin Flannery, O.P., general editor (Northport, NY: Costello
Publishing Company, Inc., 1996).
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