The Texts of the Convivium

THE PRESENCE OF CHRIST 

IN THE SACRAMENTS OF THE CHURCH

Christianity is the very presence of Christ, the God-Man, God which becomes incarnate in man Jesus of Nazareth. 

 Christianus alter Christus: each Christian is another and new Christ which is added to the others. Disciples gather around Jesus as if to form a collective person by joining him: a mystical body with many limbs, each one of them having its different and peculiar function (1 Cor 12, 12-31; Rom 12, 4-8). 

This body, which is at once multifarious and one, may be compared to a big building made up of many small stones, each one of them contributing to the statics of the whole. Speaking of Christ, which is its cornerstone, in his first letter the apostle Peter says (2, 4-5): "Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood…" (See also Eph 2, 19-22). 

In more dynamic terms, this body – at once multifarious and one – may be compared to a large plant, which is kept alive not just by its roots and trunk, but by each leaf and each flower. 

So Jesus compares himself to the vine, whose shoots are his disciples. A similar sap flows from the vine to its shoots infusing life into them.

The spiritual sap which flows from the vine to its shoots feeds charisma: it feeds the grace which allows each limb to function according to its own specific ability corresponding to its individual vocation (1 Cor 12, 1-11). 

This differentiated gift made by the vital sap is the variety of sacraments. These are the God-Man participating in each human being who joins him. 

Baptism is God himself who, by becoming man, becomes immersed in matter, offering himself totally. Baptism is God Himself, who, by becoming man, becomes immersed in matter, offers himself totally and sacrifices himself until he dies, but in the end he is resurrected to full and perfect divine life, thus establishing his kingdom over every reality.

 Christ does not baptise, but is himself baptised. Thus giving new meaning to baptism administered by John, Jesus is the first one to take that road, which all mankind is called upon to travel after him. 

Similarly to John the Baptist, any man of discernment, even if he is not a Christian, is qualified to baptise, in the absence of a priest, provided that he has the intention of doing what the Church does. But the protagonist of a sacrament is the one who is baptised; he is the one, who, by imitating Christ, travels the same path as he does, following him. 

Paul to the Romans (6, 3-4): "Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life". (See also Col 2, 12). 

Even if he does not baptise them with water, Jesus "confirms" his disciples, who are baptised at least in the desire to join him. He confirms them in the very act through which he infuses his Spirit into them. 

 "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you", says the risen Christ to his disciples. And breathing on them he goes on to say: "Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained" (Jn 20, 22-23). 

Jesus infuses his Spirit not just when he is present in the flesh – as it were – in his resurrected body (as in the episode just mentioned, where he reappears by the lake of Tiberias), but also after his ascension to heaven, every time when he once again invisibly reappears. 

This occurs for the first time at Pentecost (Acts 2, 1-13). Since then, the apostles have expressed themselves like Christ - healing people and working other miracles of the same miraculous nature (Jn 14, 12; Acts 3, 1-11; 5, 12-16; 6, 8; 8, 5-8; 9, 36-42; 16, 16-18; 16, 24-26; 19, 11-12; 20, 6-12; 28, 1-6). 

Another time, in the presence of Peter and other Christians, there was an outpouring of Jesus’ spirit onto Cornelius the centurion and on his family and friends. It is at this point that Peter says: "Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?" (Acts 10, 47). The Acts of the Apostles also recall other outpourings (4, 31; 8, 17-18; 9, 17-19; 11, 11-16). 

Those who receive a similar outpouring are "baptised with the Holy Spirit" (Acts 1, 8; 11, 16). And one can say that in this second baptism, which "confirms" the first, the Baptist is Jesus himself in a certain way. The Spirit "takes" from Jesus (Jn 16, 14), it is "Jesus’ Spirit" (Acts 16, 7) or "of the Christ" or "of Jesus Christ" (Rom 8, 9; Fil. 1, 19), it is "the Spirit of the Son" (Gal 4, 6) and not just of the Father (Mt 10, 20; Jn 16, 15). 

 Confirmation renders the baptised Christian what we have referred to as another and new Christ, using an already mentioned expression, another new “Anointed” or Consecrated, at least partially and embryonically, but increasingly endowed with the same powers. 

A Christian already participates per se in Christ’s priesthood as well as in his prophecy and regality. A priest is, however, a priest in a stronger sense due to his specific function and minister. One can therefore say that Baptism and Confirmation border on the sacrament of the ministry. 

In the Eucharist Jesus becomes a presence in the bread and wine consecrated on the altar. In this way he takes within himself and his divine-human nature not just bread and wine, but everything that one and the other may mean in the broadest sense: all the products obtained by a man’s work, who acts on nature transforming it, all valid human works, everything man provides as his own contribution to the completion of the kingdom of God. 

In the sacrament of Repentance and Reconciliation, Jesus, the God-Man, forgives our sins re-establishing the flow of grace which we interrupted by killing or at least mortifying the presence of God in our souls. 

In the Anointing of the sick, Jesus gives them the charisma which can heal or at least strengthen them, or, if all else should fail, comfort them. 

 In the sacrament of Ordination, Jesus, by infusing his own Spirit into them, gives some of his disciples, called upon to do so, the charisma to train and guide his brothers, to administer sacraments and to perform other priestly functions. 

 In each of these sacraments it is Jesus’ presence which is at work, through those who are the ministers of each sacrament. 

Jesus communicates himself to every man, making him more similar to Him and more able to participate in his divine nature. Therefore to a various extent and in a different way he enables everyone – to an ever higher degree – to do what Christ himself does (Jn 14, 12), he helps everyone to grow to the stature of Christ (Eph 4, 11-16; cfr. Jn 17, 20-23 e 1 Cor 15, 28). 

Thus, the people Jesus consecrates become the beares, they become the conduits of his holy Spirit, of his royal presence, of his pardon, of his energy that heals and strengthens bodies and souls. 

In Confirmation, Eucharist, Repentance, Anointing of the sick, in Ordination, a priest is the vehicle of grace coming from Christ, who is present and works through him. 

I would say that Christ is present even in Baptism: he is present in the very baptizer, but especially in the one who is baptised, as Jesus was by John the Baptist in the waters of the Jordan.

Christ is also present in the sacrament of Matrimony. Here the one who acts is not so much the priest as the spouses, who are the protagonists and the true ministers of this sacrament. In Matrimony the bridegroom represents Christ, whereas the bride is the Church. And their union is the very union of the Church with Christ, a sacred and indissoluble union, at least in its principle. 

Well, then: Christianity is Christ himself in his living presence among us who are his disciples in close vital union with each one; the sacraments are Jesus participating in each one of us, his joining each one of us. 

However, Christ does not become a presence to us through the priest in all sacraments. In Baptism Jesus directly becomes a presence to the one who is baptised. In Matrimony he becomes a presence especially in the bridegroom; and in the bride, too, who represents that Church which is permeated by the presence of its Founder and is a united whole with him. 

In any case the sacraments are the presence of Christ in a Church which is nothing else but his dilated and multiplied person: dilated and multiplied to welcome each practicing disciple visibly, each man of good will invisibly. 
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