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Trinity and Church 

Trinitarian Perspectives on the Identity of the Christian Community
1
 

 

Marcel Sarot (Utrecht) 

 

 

Abstract 

Starting from practical problems with praying and living a Christian life, the author argues that God’s 

relationship with the Christian community has primacy over God’s relationship with individual believers. When 

we conceive of the Christian community as being the body of Christ, we can uphold the high Christian ideals of 

prayer and living a Christian life without making them unattainable: These ideals are ideals for the community 

rather than for individual persons within the community.  Next, the author argues that being the body of Christ is 

given to the Christian community not in possession but as a task to fulfil through the power of the holy Spirit. 

Finally, he shows how in becoming the body of Christ through the Spirit, the Christian community is drawn up 

into the Trinitarian community. He concludes that the identity of the Christian Church cannot be fully 

understood apart from the Trinity. 

 

 

 

‘Two or three ideals that lie out of our reach, will suffice to paralyse life.’ 

Maurice Maeterlinck
2
 

 

By Way of Introduction: Problems with Living a Christian Life and the Trinitarian 

Renaissance 

The story of C.S. Lewis’s conversion to Christianity is well-known. Much less well-known is 

the story of how he lost his faith as a child. Like most Irish boys of his generation, C.S. Lewis 

was brought up a Christian. However, he lost his faith at an early age. The story of how this 

came about is quite instructive. In his autobiography, Lewis recounts how his prayer practice 

gave him an unconscious motive for getting rid of Christianity: 

 

                                                 
1
 I would like to thank Gijsbert van den Brink, Vincent Brümmer, Bart de Bruin,  Marjolein Erbrink and Agnetha 

Schreurs, who all drew my attention to literature relevant to this paper. I would also like to thank those who 

commented on a previous version of this paper during or after the plenary session of the 2009 conference of the 

Society for the Study of Theology at which it was presented. 
2
 ‘Il suffit de deux ou trois idéals inaccessibles pour paralyser une vie.’ La sagesse et la destinée (1898; rpt. 

Paris: Fayard, 1938), p. 119; ET by Alfred Sutro: Wisdom and Destiny (1898; rpt. London: Allen & Unwin, 

1915), pp. 335–336 (with minor correction – MS). 
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I had been told as a child that one must not only say one’s prayers but think about 

what one was saying. … I tried to put this into practice. At first it seemed plain sailing. 

But soon the false conscience …. came into play. One had no sooner reached ‘Amen’ 

than it whispered, ‘Yes. But are you sure you were really thinking about what you 

said?’. … The answer … was nearly always No. ‘Very well,’ said the voice, ‘hadn’t 

you, then, better try it over again?’ And one obeyed; but of course with no assurance 

that the second attempt would he any better. … My reaction was … the most foolish I 

could have adopted. I set myself a standard. No clause of my prayer was to be allowed 

to pass muster unless it was accompanied by what I called a ‘realisation,’ by which I 

meant a certain vividness of the imagination and the affections. … Night after night, 

dizzy with desire for sleep and often in a kind of despair, I endeavoured to pump up 

my ‘realisations.’ The thing threatened to become an infinite regress. One began of 

course by praying for good realisations. But had that preliminary prayer itself been 

‘realised?’  … This … brought me to such a pass that the nightly torment projected its 

gloom over the whole evening, and I dreaded bedtime as if I were a chronic sufferer 

from insomnia.
3
 

 

It is easy to do away with this story as the result of unchecked overstrained childish piety, as 

Lewis himself was inclined to do. I believe, however, that it is a symptom of a deeper 

problem with much Christian spirituality. If God is our Father and we are God’s children, we 

must turn to God in prayer and open our hearts before Him, and we should rely on His 

kindness like on that of a Father.
4
 We should be ‘constantly supplicating’ God,  ‘that our heart 

may always be inflamed with a serious and ardent desire of seeking, loving and serving him.’
5
 

Such ardent desire is incompatible, however, with anything less than complete attention. 

Calvin makes this very clear: 

 

In this matter we ought to labour the more earnestly the more difficult we experience it 

to be; for no man is so intent on prayer as not to feel many thoughts creeping in, and 

either breaking off the tenor of his prayer, or retarding it by some turning or 

digression. Here let us consider how unbecoming it is when God admits us to familiar 

intercourse to abuse his great condescension by mingling things sacred and profane, 

                                                 
3
 C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy: The Story of My Early Life (1955; rpt. London: Fontana Paperbacks, 1977), pp. 

53–54. 
4
 John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of Isaiah, ad 63:16. 

5
 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion tr. Henry Beveridge III 20 3. 
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reverence for him not keeping our minds under restraint; but just as if in prayer we 

were conversing with one like ourselves forgetting him, and allowing our thoughts to 

run to and fro.
6
 

 

The concentration we need for prayer is nowadays mostly argued for on the basis of the type 

of relationship we have with God. Just like we cannot maintain a love-relationship with 

another human being without now and then giving him or her our full attention, we cannot do 

so with God. If Christian faith ‘is not a thing like a theory but a thing like a love-affair’
7
 and 

‘prayer is the expression of this love affair,’
8
 the love affair will suffer if our prayer 

sometimes becomes the mechanical expression of thoughts and phrases that do not come from 

the heart. The ideal that is expressed here is, that of an ardent love relationship with God, is a 

noble ideal. Where it is actualized, something great happens. As Bill Hybels testifies: 

It has been twenty years since I began taking time to pray, and my prayer life has been 

transformed. …  The greatest thrill has been the qualitative difference in my 

relationship with God. And when I started to pray, I didn’t know that was going to 

happen. God and I used to be rather casually related to one another. We didn’t get 

together and talk very much. Now, however, we get together a lot, not talking on the 

run but carrying on substantial, soul-searching conversations every morning for a good 

chunk of time. I feel as if I’ve gotten to know God a lot better since I started praying. 

… Fellowhip with God … will be yours as you learn how to pray.
9
 

On the downside, however, I cannot help but notice that too often this ideal is not actualized, 

and that one of the reasons for that may well be that it is too lofty for most of us. The ideal of  

an intimate love relationship with God expressed in daily ardent conversations with God may 

be helpful to some of us, but if one takes this ideal seriously and fails too realize it, it may 

well become a curse. In C.S. Lewis’s case, the failure was a noble failure. He did not go down 

without a struggle. Most of us will give up sooner and with less trouble, and only few people 

with a talent for this kind of thing will succeed. I submit that many people who have for some 

                                                 
6
 Calvin, Institutes III 20 5. 

7
 G.K. Chesterton, St. Francis of Assisi (1924; rpt. New York: Doubleday, 2001), p. 8. 

8
 Vincent Brümmer, What Are We Doing When We Pray? On Prayer and the Nature of Faith (Aldershot, 

Asgate, 2008), iii, referring to Chesterton; cf. p. 142. On Brümmer’s view of the relationship between God and 

human beings, see also his The Model of Love (Cambridge: CUP, 1993). 
9
 Bill Hybels, Too Busy Not to Pray: Slowing Down to Be with God (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 

2
1998), pp. 11–12.
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time tried to achieve this high ideal have been disappointed, and have gradually drifted away 

from Christianity. If we set our ideals too high, they may become a curse! 

 The same applies, I submit, to Christian ideals for dealing with property and money. In 

Luke 14:33 Jesus says: ‘None of you can become my disciple if you do not give up your 

possessions.’
10

 And in Luke 18:22 he says: ‘Sell all that you own and distribute the money to 

the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.’ Here again, the ideal 

set before us is so high, that many of us soon realise that they will never be able to fulfil it. 

Some of us, when realizing that they cannot do all that the Gospel requires and do not even 

want to attempt it, react by giving up Christianity. Thus they avoid being Christian in name 

only, and take seriously at least this claim of Jesus: ‘Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, 

Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in 

heaven’ (Matthew 7:21). There are many among us, who have struggled with these questions 

and who ended up by leaving Christian faith behind. Let me give one example from 

nineteenth-century British literature, Elisabeth Cleghorn Gaskell’s character the millworker 

John Barton, who in her first novel Mary Barton (1848) ended up murdering an industrial, 

and who shortly before his death confesses: 

 

‘You see I’ve so often been hankering after the right way; and it’ s a hard one for a 

poor man to find.  At least it’s been so to me. …  When I was a little chap they taught 

me to read, and then they never gave no books; only I heard say the Bible was a good 

book. So when I grew thoughtful, and puzzled, I took to it. But you’d never believe 

black was black, or night was night, when you saw all about you acting as if black was 

white, and night was day. It’s not much I can say for myself in t’other world. God 

forgive me; but I can say this, I would fain have gone after the Bible rules if I’d seen 

folk credit it; they all spoke up for it, and went and did clean contrary. In those days I 

would ha’ gone about wi’ my Bible, like a little child, my finger in th’ place, and 

asking the meaning of this or that text, and no one told me. Then I took out two or 

three texts as clear as glass, and I tried to do what they bid me do. But I don’t know 

how it was, masters and men, all alike cared no more for minding those texts, than I 

did for th’ Lord Mayor of London; so I grew to think it must be a sham put upon poor 

ignorant folk, women, and such like. It was not long I tried to live Gospel-wise … At 

                                                 
10

 Translations of Biblical texts are taken from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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last I gave it up in despair, trying to make folks’ actions square wi’ th’ Bible; and I 

thought I’d no longer labour at following th’ Bible mysel.’ (Ch. 35) 

 

John Barton had been trying ‘to live Gospel-wise,’ but found it too difficult. Moreover, he 

noticed that other people around him were not succeeding either. And so he gave up the ideal 

as being unattainable. What the young Jack Lewis and the fictional John Barton have in 

common, is that they fail to live up to what they conceive as the requirements of their faith, 

and that they end by giving it up. God knows that they are not alone. 

 As theologians, we have to think through this problem. Why do Christians often feel 

that they cannot live up to what they believe? Is it merely that they are not prepared to make 

the radical choices that the Gospel requires for us, because they are sluggish and torpid? Is it 

only that they expect too little of God’s grace, and that if they would only have faith like a 

grain of mustard seed, they would be able to move mountains? Or is there something wrong 

with the theological model in terms of which we, theologians and pastors, teach people to 

understand their own lives? Could it be that theology bears part of the blame? My contention 

is that this is the case. Ordinary believers tend to see the relationship between God and man as 

an intimate love relationship between two individuals, which differs from other love 

relationships primarily in that one of the parties involved is divine. And we, theologians and 

pastors, when we do not reinforce this view, we mostly fail to discourage it either. 

 Now what is wrong with conceiving of ourselves in relationship with God as 

individuals? Firstly, if we conceive of ourselves as individuals having a relationship with 

God, all the burden of responsibility of the human partner in this relationship cones down on 

each of us: each of us must exhibit all the attributes of God’s chosen partner, from a devout 

and earnest prayer life to practicing the Sermon on the Mount. Let’s admit it: For most of us, 

this ideal is simply unattainable, even with the help of God’s grace. And secondly, the idea of 

human beings being individually related to God manifests a one-sided interpretation of 

Scripture, if  not a serious distortion of it. 

 The Bible conceives of the relationship between God and man primarily in terms of 

the relationship between God and God’s chosen people. God’s relationship with human 

beings is not a relationship with individuals, but with a community. This applies both to the 

Hebrew Scriptures and to the New Testament, though there the community in view becomes 

different from that on which the Hebrew Scriptures focuses. From the New Testament, 

moreover, it becomes clear that not only the human party in this relationship is misconceived 

in individualist terms, but that the same applies to the divine party in this relationship as well. 
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The relationship between God and man is not a relationship between two individuals, then, 

but a relationship between a community and a Trinity: the triune God. 

 It is the thesis of this paper that we urgently need to rethink the idea of the Church in 

Trinitarian terms. My interest in Trinitarian theology springs from my interest in the theology 

of the Church and the theology of Christian spirituality. It is not an interest in De Deo triuno, 

one of the loci of theology: The locus in which the Trinity is discussed. It is an interest in the 

so-called renaissance of Trinitarian theology that took place in recent decades. This, however, 

is not merely a revival of interest in this part of Christian doctrine. It is, rather, a new 

conception of theology that makes the Trinity into the key to the whole of Christian theology 

and requires every topic of theology to be restructured in Trinitarian terms.
11

 While I believe 

that all subjects of theology can be legitimately developed in a Trinitarian way, I do not in 

every instance see the point of doing so. In some cases, Trinitarian theology merely seems a 

sophisticated strategy to state simple things in a complicate way. Christian spitituality, 

however, and the Church cannot be understood apart from the Trinity. For me, then, the 

Church is the entrance to the doctrine of the Trinity. As John Zizioulas once stated it: ‘The 

Trinity is therefore revealed only in the church, i.e. the community through which we become 

sons of the Father of Jesus Christ. Outside this it remains a stumbling block and a scandal.’
12

  

 

The Church as the Body of Christ… 

Few people would deny that in the Old Testament, God’s relationships with individual 

persons can never be seen apart from a relationship that precedes these: God’s relationship 

with Israel, God’s chosen people. Contact with God was to a high degree mediated by 

representatives of the people such as prophets, priests and kings,
13

 and the community was to 

such an extent conceived as an organic whole, that H. Wheeler Robinson coined the concept 

of ‘corporate personality’ to express this idea.
14

 

                                                 
11

 Gijbert van den Brink, ‘Trinitarian Ecclesiology and the Search for Unity: A Reformed Reading of Miroslav 

Volf,’ forthcoming in: Christian Identity (Leiden 2010). 
12

 John D. Zizioulas, ‘The Doctrine of the Trinity: The Significance of the Cappadocian Contribution,’ in: 

Christoph Schwöbel (ed.), Trinitarian Theology Today (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1995), pp. 44–60, 60 (italics 

mine). 
13

 See, e.g., A. van Selms, The God of the Old Testament (Pretoria: University of South Africa, 
2
1980), p. 72. 

14
 H. Wheeler Robinson, Corporate Personality in Ancient Israel (revd.ed. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 

esp. pp. 47–52. For an evaluation of the rather complicate and disputed idea of corporate personality, see Jurrien 

Mol, Collectieve en individuele verantwoordelijkheid: Een beschrijving van corporate personality naar Ezechiël 

18 en 20 (Veenendaal: no publisher, 2002). 
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In the New Testament,
15

 the primacy of the community is emphasised both in the 

Stories about Paul and in the letters by Paul. In all three accounts of Saul’s conversion in Acts 

(9:4, 22:7 and 26:14), Jesus asks Saul ‘Why do you persecute me?’, thereby implying that ‘by 

persecuting his followers, Saul was persecuting him.’
16

 If Jesus and the Christian community 

are one, this has enormous implications for the relationship between human beings and God. 

In that case, God and human beings are not just separate individuals that may become related 

to one another. By becoming a Christian, one becomes part of the Christian community, and 

since this community is Christ, one thereby becomes part of the relationship between the 

Father and the Son. Drawing these implications from a single question, ‘Why do you 

persecute me?’, would obviously be over-interpretation if it did not find ample support in the 

Pauline writings. There, however, the identification of Christ and the Church is a recurring 

theme. One of the best known texts is 1 Corinthians 12, where St. Paul both emphasises that 

all Christians together are Christ’s body, and that individual Christians are parts of that body 

with distinct functions: the community needs all of its members like a body does so. Each 

member is indispensable, and this especially applies to the weakest members, that should be 

treated with special honour. If we fail to do so, we thereby introduce disharmony into the 

body (1 Cor. 12: 12–31). St. Paul is not entirely consistent in the way in which the Church is 

Christ’s body: At times he identifies the Church with Christ’s body (1 Cor. 12:12-13, 27), at 

other times he specifies that Christ is the Head of this body (Eph. 1:22, 4:15, 5:23, Col. 1:18), 

that our bodies are members of Christ (1 Cor. 6:17) or that the Church is a body in Christ 

(Romans 12:5). Nevertheless, it is not without reason that some authors speak of ‘Christ’s 

corporate personality.’
17

 

In the Johannine corpus we find a different metaphor, but with similar implications: 

Jesus as the true vine, and His followers as the branches (John 15). Here again, the idea is that 

Jesus’ followers form one organism and are part of Him; and here again, it is claimed both 

that the disciples are in Jesus and that Jesus is in the disciples (John 15:5–7). Though here the 

differentiation in roles between various followers is not articulated (and is not implied in the 

metaphor of the vine), here also the harmony between the disciples is emphasised, and like 1 

                                                 
15

 By thus shifting from the primacy of the community (i.e., God’s chosen people) in the Hebrew Scriptures to 

the primacy of the community (i.e., the Church) in the New Testament, I do not want to imply any form of 

supercessionism. See for a discussion of the Jewish people as still God’s people: John Howard Yoder, The 

Jewish-Christian Schism Revisited ed. by Michael G. Cartwright & Peter Ochs (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003). 
16

 Colin E. Gunton, Theology through the Theologians (Edinburgh: T&T Clark 1996), p. 198. 
17

 William C. Ingle-Gillis, The Trinity and Ecumenical Church Thought: The Church-Event (Aldershot: Ashgate, 

2007), p. 111. 
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Cor. 12 John 15:1–11 is followed by a section on the love between the disciples (John 15:12-

17). 

Theologians who develop the image of the Church as the body of Christ may one-

sidedly emphasize that the Church is the body of the crucified
18

 or of the risen Christ.
19

 This 

opposition is not St. Paul’s, however, who emphasises both aspects (cf. 1 Cor. 6:14–15 with 

Col. 1:20–22): Since it is the crucified Christ who rose, the body of the risen Christ still bears 

the signs of the Cross (Luke 24:39–40, John 20:24–29). The meaning of the Baptism through 

which Christians become members of the Christian Church confirms this: the immersion 

symbolises death and burial, while emerging from the baptismal water symbolises the 

resurrection (Rom. 6:2–5, Col. 2:12).  

By thus focussing on those texts that identify the Church with Christ, and by 

underlining that becoming one with Christ is becoming a member of the Church, I have given 

body to the claim that our relationship with God is an affair of the Christian community rather 

than of Christian individuals. This claim could and should be further developed, for example 

by relating it to the Holy Eucharist. That is not what I will do here, however. Here I will, 

rather, return to the practical questions by which I first approached the Church  in the 

Introduction: What does this picture I have painted of the Church imply for our attempts to 

live according to the Gospel? And what does it imply for prayer? 

To begin with the first: If the Christian Church is the body of the risen Christ, this 

means that by the Church, Christ is present in the world. As the saying sometimes attributed 

to St. Theresa of Avila has it so succinctly,  

 

Christ has no body now on earth but yours, 

no hands but yours, 

no feet but yours, 

yours are the eyes through which is to look out 

Christ’s compassion to the world. 

Yours are the feet with which he is to go about doing good, 

yours are the hands with which he is to bless men now.
20

 

 

                                                 
18

 A. van de Beek, God doet recht: Eschatologie als christologie (Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 2008), p. 238. 
19

 John A.T. Robinson, Body: A Study in Pauline Theology (London: SCM, 1952), 49–83; cf. Miroslav Volf, 

Trinität und Gemeinschaft: Eine ökumenische Ekklesiologie (Mainz: Grünewald, 1996), p. 135 n. 61. 
20

 See, e.g., http://thebyzantineanglocatholic.blogspot.com/2008/10/teresa-of-avila.html; on the ascription to St 

Theresa, see http://anunslife.org/2006/09/20/saint-teresa-of-avila-prayer/.  

http://thebyzantineanglocatholic.blogspot.com/2008/10/teresa-of-avila.html
http://anunslife.org/2006/09/20/saint-teresa-of-avila-prayer/
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While on the one hand this sets a very high standard for Christian life in the world, as soon as 

we realise that it is not required that each of us becomes a body of Christ, so that Christ would 

now have ever so many bodies, but that all of us together become the one body of the risen 

Christ, this takes away the sheer impossibility of the task set before us. 

 If we apply to prayer the idea that the Christian Church is the body of the risen Christ, 

its implications are not less revolutionary. Prayer then becomes less a reaction to God, and 

more a continuation of an initiative of Godself, i.e. a continuation of Jesus’ prayer. Prayer was 

characteristic of Jesus’ earthly life (e.g., Mat. 4:1–2, 26:36–46, Luke 5:16, 22:39–46), and it is 

the task of the Church to continue this prayer after His Ascension. Traditionally, the Church 

performs this task in its liturgy of hours, in which it sanctifies the various hours of the day 

with prayer just like Jesus used to pray at various hours of the day (Matt. 14:23, Mark 1:35, 

Luke 6:12).
21

 Thus, the Church explicitly aims at ‘the unceasing continuance of Christ's 

prayer in the Church’ (IGLH 28). It is for this reason that the Psalms form the main part of the 

Liturgy of Hours: The Psalms were Jesus’ prayer book, and by praying the Psalms the Church 

continues the Prayer of Jesus (IGLH 108). The Church prays with Christ (IGLH 2). Indeed, 

since after Jesus’ Ascension the Church knows itself to be the body of Christ, its sees its own 

prayer as effectively the prayer of Christ Himself, who as the Head of the Church calls in His 

body to continue His earthly prayer practice. ‘Prayer directed to God must be linked with 

Christ, the Lord of all, the one Mediator through whom alone we have access to God’ (IGLH 

6, italics mine – MS). When we pray to the Father, Christ ‘prays in us as our Head.’
22

  

The fact that prayer is no initiative of the individual believer, nor of the Church, but of 

Christ Himself, and that it is He who prays in us, also has consequences for the practice of 

prayer. One might even argue that if the church is merely the body and Christ is its Head, it 

does not really matter whether one prays with full attention. The important thing is that Christ 

prays with full attention. To my knowledge, the Church has never drawn this extreme 

consequence. It has always been emphasised that it is important to pray with head and heart 

and with attention. As the Dutch Roman-Catholic bishop Johannes Bluyssen once wrote: ‘We 

are required to pray, not to recite obligatory formulas!’
23

 Nevertheless it is clear that reciting 

daily all the prayers of the Liturgy of Hours with full attention is almost beyond human 

capacities, and that few will come near that. Therefore this superhuman achievement can 

                                                 
21

 See the Institutio generalis de Liturgia Horarum (from now on: IGLH) (Vatican City 1971), ET General 

Instruction of the Liturgy of the Hours (Washington 1973), 10–11 (also available on www.catholicliturgy.com). 
22

 St. Augustine, En. in Ps. 85, 1 (PL 37, 1081), quoted in  IGLH 7 and CCC 2616. 
23

 J. Bluyssen, Het vernieuwde getijdengebed: Toelichting bij de volledige uitgave van gebeden voor elke dag 

(Zeist: Nationale Raad voor Liturgie, 1990), p. 39. 

http://www.catholicliturgy.com/
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hardly be required for praying the Liturgy of Hours to be meaningful. Praying the Liturgy of 

Hours begins with reciting the texts, and our attention should grow by practicing the prayer. 

As Pope Benedict has it: 

 

In his Rule, Saint Benedict coined the formula Mens nostra concordat voci nostrae – 

our mind must be in accord with our voice (Rule, 19, 7). Normally, thought precedes 

word; it seeks and formulates the word. But praying the Psalms and liturgical prayer in 

general is exactly the other way round: The word, the voice, goes ahead of us, and our 

mind must adapt to it. For on our own we human beings do not ‘know how to pray as 

we ought’ (Rom 8:26).
24

  

 

In this view of prayer it is not of primary importance that one fully endorses every text one 

prays, or that one really has every emotion one expresses in prayer. On the contrary, precisely 

the praying of texts that are to a certain extent alien to us may deepen our spiritual life. To 

quote Pope Benedict again:  

 

We … constantly need to make use of those prayers that express in words the 

encounter with God experienced both by the Church as a whole and by individual 

members of the Church. For without these aids to prayer, our own praying and our 

image of God become subjective and end up reflecting ourselves more than the living 

God. In the formulaic prayers that arose from the faith of Israel and then from the faith 

of praying members of the Church, we get to know God and ourselves as well. They 

are a ‘school of prayer’ that transforms and opens up our life.
25

 

 

By making prayer in this way into a community task, through which the individual believer 

trains herself to be a valuable member of the community, and accepts that disposition and 

attention may follow upon rather than precede a prayer, one takes away some of the pressure 

of praying. Problems like that of the young C.S. Lewis can in this way be avoided. And if one 

realises that the Liturgy of Hours is performed especially in the monastic tradition, a certain 

division of labour becomes visible: for some people, prayer may be a primary task within the 

body of Christ, while other people perform other tasks. Thus this view, while upholding a 

high ideal, does not require the nearby impossible. 

                                                 
24

 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth (New York: Doubleday, 2007), p. 131. 
25

 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth, p. 137. 
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 One of the objections that has been brought forward against the rather massive 

identification of the Church with the body of Christ that I have defended above, is that it takes 

this identification as literal truth while it is obviously metaphorical in nature. I readily admit 

that when we speak of the Christian community as the body of Christ, we are indeed speaking 

metaphorically. Metaphors are used because they highlight some aspects of reality, but they 

‘always contain the whisper “it is and it is not.”’
26

 In this case the ‘is not’ is, for instance, that 

while ‘literal’ bodies are biological organisms, the mystical body of Christ consists of many 

such organisms, or, to be more specifically, of many persons.
27

 As soon as we admit that the 

applicability of this metaphor is limited, however, it can also be questioned whether this 

metaphor can legitimately be applied to problems of prayer. It might be argued that this 

application does not find any support in St Paul and that it seems hardly in his spirit to suggest 

that with regard to prayer there may be some kind of ‘division of labour,’ allowing some 

Christians to abstain from prayer while others pray instead of them. This much has to be 

admitted: St Paul does not think about prayer in these terms, and the above proposal is a 

further development of some hints derived from St Paul, a development, however, that is not 

entirely without support in the tradition, as I have shown. Moreover, as soon as one accepts 

the metaphor of the body of Christ as one of the key metaphors for thinking about the church, 

this development readily suggest itself. It should be emphasised, however, that thinking about 

prayer in this way can never be used to legitimate abstaining from prayer. Rather, it should be 

underlined that where the individual struggles but falls short, he may trust that the community 

will carry him and make up for his failures. It should be underlined, moreover, that it is the 

community as the body of Christ, its Head, that is able to do so. The line of thought that I 

have suggested does not imply that the church may, as it were, take over Christ’s place as 

mediator; it implies, rather, that in this respect we should not distinguish too sharply between 

Christ and the church. Through his body, the church, Christ is present in the world.
28

  

 

                                                 
26

 Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious Language (London: SCM, 1982), p. 13; 

cf. Vincent Brümmer, On Meaning and the Christian Faith (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), p. 145. 
27

 Robinson, Body, 51, has argued that we ‘must be chary of speaking of  “the metaphor” of the Body of Christ’ 

since St Paul claims that the church is the body of Christ, not that it is like the body of Christ. However, when we 

say of a certain lady ‘She is an old battleship’ that is intended metaphorically, in spite of the absence of the 

‘like.’ 
28

 This is not to say that the church is limited to the world; traditionally the church is divided into the militant, the 

suffering and the triumphant church, the last two groups being divided from the first by the barrier of death. This 

implies that the communion of prayer that the church is includes the Christians in heaven.. 
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… In the Power of the Spirit 

Even if one admits that there is nothing in the nature of prayer that prevents us from applying 

the metaphor of the church as the body of Christ to it, one might argue that there are good 

reasons to be hesitant about doing this because of some of the dangers inherent in 

emphasising this metaphor: (1) the danger that identifying the Church with the body of Christ 

implies identification of the body of Christ with a specific institution, mostly with the Roman 

Catholic Church
29

 and (2) the danger that the identification of the church with the body of 

Christ makes it virtually impossible to take the brokenness of the Church as it actually is, into 

account.  

To begin with the first issue, St Paul uses the metaphor to highlight how, while there 

are many different gifts of the Spirit, there nevertheless can be unity; and he implies a certain 

division of labour. This, I would argue, belongs to the core of the metaphor. Obviously, St 

Paul used this metaphor before the Christian community fell apart into separate churches, and 

he cannot have intended to comment on thát. It seems quite clear, however, that the falling 

apart of the Christian community into many different churches, and the fact that these 

churches do not act as if they were one body, contradicts the metaphor. This metaphor, then, 

condemns any discord among Christians and exposes the scandal of division.  

This also implies the rejection of a complete identification of the mystical body of 

Christ with the Roman Catholic Church.
 30

 That also should be rejected, because it 

camouflages the scandal of division by implicitly suggesting that the church is in principle 

unbroken, and that the problem is only that some minor groups have left it. As if the major 

divisions among Christians do not affect the body of Christ! On the other hand, any attempt to 

obscure the fact that this metaphor is about real unity, like it has been undertaken by 

protestant theologians such as Volf,
31

 should be rejected for the same reason: These attempts 

obscure that there is a problem. Since there is no division within the Trinity, there should be 

no division in the Church!
32
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 Miroslav Volf, After our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 

pp. 142–144. On the danger of giving Triniarian legitimations for ecclesial structures, see Anne Hunt, ‘The 

Trinity and the Church: Explorations in Ecclesiology from a Trinitarian Perspective,’ Irish Theological 

Quarterly 70 (2005), pp. 215–235. I have tried to steer clear of this danger, but it is almost unavoidable that 

theologians coming from other church traditions will think that I have not succeeded in this. 
30

 Some find this in Joseph Ratzinger, ‘Theologie und Kirche,’ IKZ Communio 15 (1986), pp. 515-533. 
31

 Volf focuses on the fact that the metaphor of the Church as the Body of Christ cannot be interpreted so as to 

imply that the Church is a physical organism or that Christ is the subject of the Church (whatever that may be). 

He concludes from this, that even local churches can be the body of Christ, so that there can be many bodies of 

Christ. 
32

 Contra Ingle-Gillis, Trinity and Ecumenical Church Thought, who on the basis of Trinitarian analogy (on the 

danger of which see again Anne Hunt, ‘Trinity and Church’) argues that the churches’ true life lies in coming 



 13 

 Since there is division, what does this tell us about the Church being the body of 

Christ? Should we, then, deny that the Church is the body of Christ? I would argue, rather, 

that while it has been given to the Christian community to be the body of Christ, it has not 

been given as a possession but as a task which we have to fulfil.
33

 In practice, we often do not 

succeed in fulfilling this task completely, for instance, when we fail to be sufficiently of one 

Spirit. Nevertheless, this is what we are called to do: in Colin Gunton’s words, the Church is 

‘the community which is called to echo at its own level the kind of being in relation – 

communion – that God is eternally.’ And he adds that this is ‘an immense achievement.’ This 

is not an achievement we have to accomplish by ourselves, however: The holy Spirit ‘is the 

One by whose agency God the Father realises the communion of saints on earth.’
34

 The Spirit 

is to preserve unity in the body of Christ (Eph. 4:3–4). The same line of thought can and 

should be applied to other forms in which the brokenness of the church is manifest: The 

church is not perfect as it is, but it is called to be perfect, and it is by the agency the Spirit that 

God will actualise this perfection. 

Thus, we have arrived at the role of the holy Spirit in the Church. When St Paul in 1 

Corinthians 12 introduces the idea that all Christians are members of one body, this is in the 

context of a discussion of the many gifts of the Spirit (cf. Rom. 12:3–8). The idea of the body 

is introduced to explain how these many gifts can cooperate in unison: they inspire the 

distinct members of one body. Without the Spirit there would be no gifts of the Spirit, without 

the gifts of the Spirit no members of the body, without the members no body. As John D. 

Zizioulas has it, ‘Christ is literally composed of the charismata of the Spirit (charisma = 

membership of the body). So we can say without exaggeration that Christ exists only 

pneumatologically.’
35

 It is the Spirit who inspires the body, who makes it alive. It is also the 

Spirit who, as we have seen in the previous paragraph, creates unity. It is the Spirit who prays 

in us (Rom. 8:26). And finally, it is the Spirit who keeps the body clean from impurity, as St 

Paul argues in 1 Corinthians 6:13–20, when he combines the ideas of the bodies of Christians 

being members of Christ (15) and temples of the Holy Spirit (19) in an argument against 

sexual immorality, that should be absent both from the body of Christ and from the temple of 

the Spirit.  

                                                                                                                                                         
together rather than in being together. This view implies that the Church needs to be divided; if it were not, the 

process of coming together would come to an end. 
33

 Cf. Gunton, Theology, 187; Robinson, Body, pp. 79–83.. 
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Once we have said, however, that by the help of the Spirit the Church can both 

become the body of Christ and ‘echo at its own level the kind of being in relation – 

communion – that God is eternally’ (Gunton) we may take a further step by combining these 

two thoughts. When the Church is incorporated into Christ, it does not merely echo the 

Trinitarian relationships, but is given to participate in them. By becoming the body of Christ, 

the Church participates in the ‘filial relation’ and thus ‘enter[s] the community of God’s 

being.’
36

  We do not pray to God, but in God. It is only because the Christian community in 

prayer is the Body of the Son, that it has through the Spirit access to the Fatherhood of the 

Father. ‘Only … participation in the Father-Son relationship through the Spirit … allows us 

to cry “Abba, Father.”’
37

 The image of the worshipping community as the body of Christ 

makes clear how by worship the community is drawn into the Trinity (John 17:21), and how 

‘the Trinity is no self-contained group in heaven, but an eschatological process open for men 

on earth’
38

 and aiming at the benefit of the earth. Through the church, as well as through other 

means, the Spirit renews creation. 

We can only understand the Trinity through the Church, the body of Christ. On the 

other hand, the identity of the Christian church cannot be fully understood apart from the 

Trinity. The Trinity, then, is personal relationship rather than a result of academic 

speculation,
39

 the inner dynamics of the renewal of the world rather than a product of spiritual 

contemplation. 
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