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Introduction
Dear Reader,

You are about to begin your study of the Church. In many ways studying 
this subject will be similar to studying any other subject: you will learn 
new vocabulary, become familiar with some famous people in the Church, 
and be introduced to some new concepts and ways of thinking.

But in other ways, this study will be unique, because the subject mat-
ter is unique. The Church is unlike any other reality on earth, because she 
is both within history and beyond it. She is both human and divine. In the 
Church we meet God.

This study will engage not only your brain but also your heart and 
your spirit—in other words, your whole self. You will be challenged 
mentally to understand teachings about the nature of the Church and 
gain a sense of how she has been present in the world throughout his-
tory. You also will be challenged in other ways—challenged to pray more 
deeply with the Church and challenged to become a more committed and 
active member of the Church. After all, you are a holistic person, made 
up of body, mind, and spirit. This study will challenge you to broaden and 
deepen all aspects of yourself.

In writing this book, the editors and I have expanded our knowledge 
about the Church, have thought in new ways about the Church, and have 
grown in our own commitment to and love for her. I invite you to share in 
that experience.

Sincerely,

7
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Section #Part 1

The Origin of
the Church

As you begin your study of the Church, it makes sense 
to address questions about where the Church came 

from and who founded it . The Church was always part of 
the Father’s plan . It was instituted by his Son, Jesus Christ, 
and is given life by the Holy Spirit .

The word Church refers to the assembly of people 
whom God calls together to be in a special relationship 
with him . The Church was part of God’s saving plan from 
all eternity . It is both the means of salvation and the goal of 
his plan . All people who are saved will be gathered into the 
perfected Church at the end of time .

God formed a special relationship with Israel as his 
Chosen People, which foreshadowed his subsequent 
relationship with the Church . God’s covenants with Israel 
prepared for the New Covenant established through Jesus’ 
death and Resurrection .

Jesus’ gift of the Eucharist and his saving death on 
the cross gave birth to the Church . Jesus inaugurated the 
Church by preaching about the Kingdom of God, heal-
ing people in mind and body, and calling people to be 
part of his family . Jesus also established a structure for 
the Church, based on the Twelve Apostles’ and Peter’s 
leadership . This structure will last until the fulfillment of the 
Kingdom .

The topics covered in this part are:

• Article 1: “The Meaning of Church” (page 10)

• Article 2: “God’s Call to Israel Foreshadows the Church” 
(page 13)

• Article 3: “Christ Instituted the Church” (page 15)

9
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Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World10

1 The Meaning 
of Church

Let’s begin by clarifying the meaning of the word church. In 
the everyday English language, the word church can refer to 
different realities, such as a building (“the big church down-
town”), a parish (“I’m a member of Saint Mary’s Church”), a 
Christian eccesial community (“the Lutheran Church”), and 
the Catholic Church. To understand how these are related, it 
is helpful to see how the earliest Christians understood and 
used this word.

Defining Church
The New Testament Greek word translated as church is ekkle-
sia. It is related to the Greek verb ek-ka-lein, “to call out,” and 
thus refers to the convocation or assembly of people whom 
God calls together to be in a special relationship with him. 
In the Greek Old Testament, ekklesia is used to refer to the 
people of Israel, an assembly chosen by God. The first Chris-
tians applied the term ekklesia to themselves to show that 
they were heirs of the assembly of Israel. In the Church, God 
calls people together from all over the earth.

The word Church has three meanings in Christian 
usage, all of which involve God’s call:
• the entire community of God’s People around the world

© Franco Origlia/Sygma/Corbis

The hierarchy of 
bishops and cardi-
nals come from a 
wide range of nation-
alities, ethnicities, 
and backgrounds, 
reflecting the diver-
sity of the Church.

Article
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Part 1: The Origin of the Church 11

• the local community, which is a diocese or archdiocese, such 
as the Archdiocese of Chicago

• the community assembled for liturgy, especially the Mass (for 
example, the people gathered at Saint Charles Borromeo Par-
ish to celebrate the Eucharist at 10:00 a.m. on Sunday)

It is impossible to separate these meanings from one 
another. The Church is all the people God gathers in the 
world, but she exists concretely in local communities and is 
made real in the assembly that gathers for liturgy, especially 
to celebrate the Eucharist. “She draws her life from the word 
and the Body of Christ and so herself becomes Christ’s Body” 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church, [CCC], 752).

The Father Planned the Church from 
the Beginning
Calling together human beings is central to the Father’s plan 
of salvation, as he wishes to gather us as his own people, the 
People of God, in order to save us. Jesus Christ, the only Son 
of God, who is himself fully God, established the Church 
when he proclaimed and ushered in the Kingdom of God.

Even before the Church was instituted, the Father’s 
eternal plan of calling together a holy people had already 
been taking shape in history. The Father’s call to the people 

diocese
Also known as a 
“particular” or “local” 
Church, the regional 
community of believ-
ers, who commonly 
gather in parishes, 
under the leadership 
of a bishop. At times, a 
diocese is determined 
not on the basis of 
geography but on the 
basis of language or 
rite.

liturgy
The Church’s official, 
public, communal 
prayer. It is God’s 
work, in which the 
People of God par-
ticipate. The Church’s 
most important liturgy 
is the Eucharist, or the 
Mass.

Living the Three Meanings of Church

You have many opportunities to live out each of the three meanings of the word 
Church in different ways: 

1. Develop a better sense of the universal nature of the Church by learning 
about Catholic customs in other countries or praying for Catholics in other 
nations, especially those suffering persecution. You might also have an 
opportunity to attend World Youth Day.

2. Get involved with your local diocese. Attend diocesan events for teens. If 
your diocese has a youth board, consider serving as a member.

3. Participate fully in the liturgy at your parish. You may have opportunities to 
serve in special roles, such as singing in the choir or lectoring.

Live It!
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Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World12

of Israel to enter into a 
covenant relationship with 
him was the clearest prepa-
ration for the Church. God 
desires that the whole 
human race, rather than 
simply one people, may 
come together as one 
People of God. Thus from 
all eternity, God planned to 
form a Church as a means 
of fulfilling that plan. ✞

The Shepherd of Hermas is an ancient Christian writing dating from 
the second century. The first part records a series of visions given to 
Hermas, a Christian slave. In one, he sees an old woman carrying a book 
that reveals future events and the secrets of people’s hearts. Later, in 
a dream, a young man tells Hermas that the old woman is the Church. 
Hermas wonders why she is old, and is told: “Because she was created 
first of all, for this reason she is old. And for her sake the world was 
made” (Visions 2.4).

God Created the Earth for the Church
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How does celebrating the Eucharist in our local parish reflect 
the three meanings of the word Church?
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13Part 1: The Origin of the Church

foreshadow
To represent or pre-
figure a person before 
his or her life or an 
event before it occurs.

2 God’s Call to Israel 
Foreshadows the Church

Have you ever wondered why more than half of the Bible 
is composed of books that were written before the time of 
Christ? The reason is that the Old Testament still has enor-
mous value. Together with the New Testament, it hands on 
God’s Revelation and makes known to us his plan of salva-
tion. The Old Testament records the history of salvation 
from Creation through God’s Covenant with the Israelites, 
which foreshadows and prepares for the Church.

God’s Covenants with Israel
The community of Israel foreshadows the Church. Just as 
God chooses us to be saved as part of the Church, so too did 
God call Israel as a nation to be his Chosen People as part of 
his larger plan of salvation.

God called Abraham to leave his own country, promis-
ing him that he would father a great nation, Israel (see Gen-
esis 12:2). Later God made a covenant with him, promising 
him land for himself and his descendants (see 12:15). Still 
later God entered into the Sinai Covenant. As the people’s 
part of the Covenant, God gave them his Law through 
Moses at Mount Sinai. The Law is summarized in the Ten 

When the Israel-
ites turned away 
from God, Moses 
interceded with God 
on their behalf. How 
does this foreshadow 
Jesus’ role as our 
Savior?
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Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World14

Commandments. Through the covenants, God established a 
special relationship with Israel as his Holy People.

Universal Implications of God’s Call to Israel
God’s special relationship with Israel was not just about 
Israel: it had a deeper meaning for the rest of the world as 
well. The prophets proclaimed a future when all nations 
would gather together with Israel in true worship (see Isaiah 
2:2–5, Micah 4:1–4). The gathering of the people of Israel 
foreshadows the future gathering of all nations into one 
People of God.

The Israelites, however, could not fulfill and were not 
always faithful to their Covenant with God, straying away 
to worship other gods, for example. The prophet Jeremiah 
spoke of God’s plan for a New Covenant between God and 
his People (see Jeremiah 31:31–34).

The perfect fulfillment of the Sinai Covenant, of the 
Law, is the Son of God, Jesus Christ. As a Jew he was born 
under the Law, but by taking the people’s sins upon himself, 
he transformed the Law engraved on stone and engraved it 
upon his own heart. He is then the “covenant of the people” 
(Isaiah 42:6), God’s Servant who brings justice. In fulfilling 
the Law of Sinai, however, Jesus did not abolish it. Instead 
he revealed its true meaning. Jesus thus initiated the New 
Covenant at the Last Supper: “This cup is the new covenant 
in my blood, which will be shed for you” (Luke 22:20). ✞

In describing herself, the Church often draws on Old Testament images. 
Israel is pictured as God’s flock of sheep (see Psalm 77:20). Jesus refers 
to his followers as his “little flock” (Luke 12:32). Isaiah compares Israel to 
a vineyard (see chapter 5). Jesus calls his disciples the branches of the 
vine (see John 15:5).

Christians often compare the Church to Israel’s Temple. They call 
themselves “living stones” who form a “spiritual house” (1 Peter 2:5). Their 
community is “the temple of God” (1 Corinthians 3:16, 2 Corinthians 
6:16) with Christ as the cornerstone (see 1 Peter 2:7, Matthew 21:42).

Another image, dear to the Church Fathers, is the prefiguring of the 
Church in Noah’s ark. The ark saves from flood waters, while the Church 
saves from sin.

Old Testament Images of the Church

1149-TheChurch Pgs.indb   14 3/17/16   10:02 AM



15Part 1: The Origin of the Church

3 Christ Instituted 
the Church

When you think of people instituting an organization or 
corporation, you may think of a ceremony or of men and 
women dressed in business suits and hard hats using shovels 
to dig up the first dirt. Jesus did not institute the Church 
in this way. This article explores how Jesus instituted the 
Church.

Jesus Preached the Kingdom of God
At the time appointed by God, Jesus Christ, the eternal Word 
of the Father, became man and lived among us on earth. He 
took on a human nature without losing his divine nature. 
The mystery of the union of the divine and human natures 
in one Divine Person is called the Incarnation.

During his earthly ministry, Jesus inaugurated the 
Church through his preaching: “This is the time of fulfill-
ment. The Kingdom of God is at hand” (Mark 1:15; see also 
CCC, 763). Jesus was drawing on the hope announced by the 
Old Testament prophets, who looked forward to a coming 
age when God’s will would be done on earth: “Then will the 
eyes of the blind be opened, / the ears of the deaf be cleared” 
(Isaiah 35:5).

Vatican II Teaching on the Church’s Relation to the 
Jewish People

The Vatican II document Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian 
Religions (Nostra Aetate, 1965), affirms that God loves the Jewish people and 

decries all oppression of Jews. Many Jews have suffered unjust treatment because 
the sins of the Jews involved in Jesus’ death were wrongly extended to include all 
Jewish people, even those in different times and places.

Nevertheless, God holds the Jews most dear for the sake of their Fathers; He does 
not repent of the gifts He makes or of the calls He issues—such is the witness of 
the Apostle.  .  .  .  Although the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should 
not be presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if this followed from the Holy 
Scriptures.

                                                                     (Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, 4)

Catholic Wisdom
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Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World16

Jesus’ message was intended for all people. Yet in a 
special way, Jesus directed his message to the poor and 
proclaimed that the nations would be judged on how well 
they took care of people who were hungry and thirsty (see 
Matthew 25:31–46). Jesus also directed his message toward 
sinners, calling them to repentance and assuring them of 
the Father’s great mercy. Jesus’ message often took the form 
of parables, which challenged listeners to make the radical 
choice whether to truly follow him.

Jesus’ listeners learned about the Kingdom not only 
from his words but also from his actions. Jesus’ miracles 
and his healing of the sick were signs that the Kingdom had 
already begun on earth.

Jesus Sent Disciples
To help him establish the Kingdom of God, the Father gath-
ered people to become Jesus’ first followers. Jesus sent out 
these disciples to preach the Kingdom and to make disciples 

During his earthly 
ministry, Jesus 
preached the 
Kingdom of God. 
How does the Gospel 
message continue to 
be taught today?
© Brooklyn Museum/Corbis
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17Part 1: The Origin of the Church

of the nations, calling all people to join Christ’s Church. This 
group of followers, his disciples, became the Church, Jesus’ 
true family, and the seed and beginning of the Kingdom on 
earth. The Church is thus a sign, as well as the actual begin-
ning, of that perfect peace and happiness that all of us desire: 
the Reign of God mysteriously present in the world.

Jesus Gave Himself Fully for the Church
Jesus established the Church primarily by the saving gift 
of himself. This gift, which was fulfilled on the cross, was 
anticipated when Jesus instituted the Eucharist. Jesus’ words, 
“This is my body  .  .  .” (Luke 22:19), expressed his complete 
self-giving in handing over his life for the sake of human-
ity. By participating in the Eucharist today, we share, in a 
mystical way, in Christ’s sacrifice, and also in the grace that 
his sacrifice gives the Church. This Sacrament also increases 
the unity of the People of God and enables us to share in the 
divine life.

Praying the Psalms

Jews and Christians continue to share the custom of praying the Psalms. Pray 
with the following excerpt, especially at times when you may struggle with your 

self-worth:

You formed my inmost being;

  you knit me in my mother’s womb.

I praise you, so wonderfully you made me;

  wonderful are your works!

My very self you knew;

  my bones were not hidden from you,

When I was being made in secret,

  fashioned as in the depths of the earth.

Your eyes foresaw my actions;

  in your book all are written down;

  my days were shaped, before one came to be.

                                                             (Psalm 139:13–16)

Pray It!
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Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World18

Jesus Created the Structure of the Church
Have you ever wondered why the Church is governed by a 
pope and bishops? Jesus set up this structure himself. He 
appointed the Twelve Apostles as the leaders of the commu-
nity gathered around him (see Mark 3:14–19), and he gave 
Peter a special role as the head (see Matthew 16:18–19, Luke 
22:31).

In order to build the Church and to proclaim the faith, 
Christ sent out his Apostles, giving them a share in his own 
mission. He gave them, and those who have succeeded them, 
the power to act in his place. The bishops are the Apostles’ 
successors, and the Pope, the Bishop of Rome, is the suc-
cessor of Peter. The structure and hierarchy of the Church 
established by Christ continues to this day and will remain 
until the Kingdom is fully established at the end of time.

hierarchy
In general, the line 
of authority in the 
Church; more narrowly 
the Pope and the 
bishops, as succes-
sors of the Apostles, 
in their authoritative 
roles as leaders of the 
Church.
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Whom Does Jesus Call?

When Jesus gathered followers to help him proclaim and establish the 
Kingdom, he did not call the most talented and powerful; rather, he chose 
ordinary fishermen (see Mark 1:16–20) and even a tax collector (see 
2:13–17)—a person despised by most Israelites. Jesus’ choices are 
consistent with Paul’s reminder that “God chose the weak of the world to 
shame the strong” (1 Corinthians 1:27). God’s call comes to everyone, 
even (or perhaps especially) to those who think they may not be worthy.
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Part 1: The Origin of the Church 19

Jesus’ choice of Twelve Apostles reflects the Twelve 
Tribes of Israel, God’s Chosen People. This aspect of Jesus’ 
inauguration of the Church recalls the Jewish hope that 
someday the Twelve Tribes, scattered in exile, would be gath-
ered together again. ✞

Part Review
1 . What are three meanings of the word Church 

in Christian usage?

2 . What is the Church’s role in the Father’s plan 
to save us?

3 . Why was God’s Covenant with Israel signifi-
cant for the rest of the world?

4 . How is Jesus the perfect fulfillment of the Sinai 
Covenant?

5 . How did Jesus establish the Church through 
his preaching?

6 . How is Jesus’ self-giving on the cross related 
to his establishment of the Church?
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20 Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World

Part 2

The Holy Spirit
and the Church

In this section we study the Holy Spirit’s action in the Church . The 
first article introduces the Holy Spirit, the Third Divine Person of the 

Holy Trinity . We see that although the Holy Spirit is revealed through-
out the Scriptures, he was not fully revealed until Pentecost, after 
Jesus had died, risen from the dead, and ascended into Heaven . The 
Holy Spirit and Christ are inseparable in their mission .

We then look at the actual account of Pentecost in the Acts of 
the Apostles and see how Christ poured out the Holy Spirit upon the 
Church that day . Subsequently, we look at the significance of Pente-
cost as the Revelation of the Church, the Holy Spirit, and the Trinity .

We consider the ways the Holy Spirit animates, sanctifies, 
and builds the Church . We learn what Saint Paul means when he 
describes a new kind of life according to the Holy Spirit . A life accord-
ing to the Holy Spirit is full of love and joy instead of selfishness, 
conflict, and a blind focus on short-term pleasure . The Holy Spirit’s 
role in this new life includes teaching us to pray .

We conclude this part by learning about special gifts from the 
Holy Spirit, known as charisms . These include extraordinary gifts, 
such as speaking in tongues and miraculous healing, but also more 
ordinary gifts, such as leadership and teaching .

The topics covered in this part are:

• Article 4: “Introducing the Holy Spirit” (page 21)

• Article 5: “Pentecost: The Church Revealed to the World” (page 23)

• Article 6: “The Meaning of Pentecost” (page 25)

• Article 7: “The Holy Spirit Animates, Sanctifies, and Builds the 
Church” (page 27)

• Article 8: “Life according to the Holy Spirit” (page 30)

• Article 9: “The Holy Spirit Gifts the Church” (page 32)

20
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Part 2: The Holy Spirit and the Church 21

4 Introducing the 
Holy Spirit

Because you are familiar with the Old Testament and the 
Gospels, you have had the opportunity to get to know the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, the Third Divine Person 
in the Trinity. The Holy Spirit first appears in the Scriptures 
in the Book of Genesis, in the first account of Creation. 
Here, the Holy Spirit is present in the form of a mighty wind 
that sweeps over the waters (see Genesis 1:2). Throughout 
the Old Testament, the Holy Spirit is present and participates 
with the Father and the Son in the work of salvation. How-
ever, the Holy Spirit’s greatest participation in the work of 
salvation can be witnessed in the New Testament, beginning 
with the Incarnation (see Luke 1:27–35). The Holy Spirit 
is fully revealed at Pentecost, when he descended upon the 
Apostles, with Mary present among them (see Acts 2:1–4).

The Holy Spirit and Christ
Although the Holy Spirit and Jesus Christ have possessed 
a common mission since the beginning of time, the Holy 
Spirit was fully revealed to us when he was poured 
out on the Church by Jesus at Pentecost. Jesus 
did refer to the Holy Spirit in his conver-
sations with his Apostles and in some 
more public settings but did not fully 
reveal the Holy Spirit until after his 
death, Resurrection, and Ascension.

The mission of Jesus and the 
Holy Spirit are conjoined and 
inseparable. Whenever God sends 
his Son, he also sends his Spirit, so 
when we recite the Nicene Creed, 
we should see all of Jesus’ actions in 
the second section as a joint mission 
with the Holy Spirit.

Two symbols of the Holy Spirit are a dove 
and fire. What might these symbolize about 
the Holy Spirit?

© Zvonimir Atletic/Shutterstock .com
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22 Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World

The Holy Spirit’s Mission
Although Revelation and salvation are the common work 
of the three Divine Persons, the Holy Spirit is the principal 
agent of the Church’s mission. Over time the Holy Spirit 
reveals the mission of Christ. The Church continues Christ’s 
path, and because he shared the Good News with the poor, 
the Church must also do so. Following Christ means sharing 
in his poverty, obedience, service, and self-sacrifice, and 
even in his willingness to sacrifice his life.

Sisters of the Holy Spirit and Mary ImmaculateSisters of the Holy Spirit and Mary ImmaculateSisters of the Holy Spirit and Mary ImmaculateSisters of the Holy Spirit and Mary Immaculate

In 1893 the order of the Sisters of the Holy Spirit and Mary Immacu-
late was established in Texas. This was one of the first communities of 
religious women established in that state. One Sunday Margaret Mary 
Healy-Murphy heard a letter from the bishops of the United States 
asking people to reach out to African American people who did not have 
many opportunities for an education.

With the help of the Holy Spirit, she discerned that she was called 
to serve and educate African American children who were poor. She built 
a church and a small schoolhouse, named Saint Peter Claver Academy. 
When she had trouble recruiting volunteers, she, with the help of the local 
bishop, established a religious community. She gathered a group of young 
women who dedicated their lives to serving those living in poverty.

After Saint Peter Claver Academy closed in 1971, the sisters 
established the Healy-Murphy Center, an alternative school for young 
people at risk, such as teenage mothers and those who have not been 
successful in traditional high school settings. The sisters also opened 
day care centers for the teens’ children. 
In addition to their work at the 
Healy-Murphy Center, the 
Sisters of the Holy Spirit and 
Mary Immaculate now minis-
ter in seven dioceses in Texas, 
five in Louisiana, two in Mis-
sissippi, and one in Mexico.

(This material is taken from the 
Web site for the Healy-Murphy 
Center.)
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Part 2: The Holy Spirit and the Church 23

Where does the Holy Spirit lead the Church? Through 
the power of the Holy Spirit, the Church carries out its mis-
sion to bring all people into union with the Trinity. Because 
people live in harmony with one another only when they are 
in union with God, the Church is also a means of creating 
unity among human beings. This unity has begun, but it will 
not be complete until sometime in the future. The Church is 
a sign and instrument of the full realization of this unity, that 
final and eternal perfection in which people will truly be one 
in union with the Trinity.

An important step in this mission occurred when the 
Holy Spirit revealed the Church to the world. The Holy 
Spirit inspired the Apostles and other disciples to share the 
Good News with Jews and Gentiles.✞

5 Pentecost: The Church 
Revealed to the World

It seems that whenever we pick up a newspaper, watch the 
news on television, or surf the Internet, we hear reports of 
violent conflicts. However, God made human beings to live 
in harmony with him and with one another. The Church, 
revealed on Pentecost, is a means to this communion.

The Day of Pentecost
After Jesus’ Ascension his followers gathered together in 
Jerusalem (see Acts of the Apostles 1:15) at the time of the 
Feast of Weeks, the Jewish festival also known as Pentecost, 
which is Greek for “fiftieth,” as it was celebrated fifty days 
after Passover.

The account in the Acts of the Apostles tells us that 
suddenly a noise like a strong, driving wind filled the house 
where Jesus’ Apostles were. Tongues as of fire rested on each 
one of them, and they were filled with the Holy Spirit. They 
began to preach in different languages. A crowd gathered, 
formed of Jews from Egypt, Rome, modern-day Turkey and 
Iraq, Palestine, and other places, who were all in Jerusalem 
for the Pentecost festival. Miraculously, each heard the mes-
sage of the Apostles in his own language. This multilingual 
chorus caused some bystanders to think that the Apostles 
were drunk (see Acts of the Apostles 2:13). Peter, the 

Communion
Refers to receiving 
the Body and Blood 
of Christ. In general, 
your companionship 
and union with Jesus 
and other baptized 
Christians in the 
Church. This union 
has its origin and high 
point in the celebration 
of the Eucharist. In 
this sense the deepest 
vocation of the Church 
is Communion.

Pentecost
The fiftieth day fol-
lowing Easter, which 
commemorates the 
descent of the Holy 
Spirit on the early 
Apostles and disciples.

Article
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24 Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World

Apostles’ leader, clarified that these events 
were fulfilling Old Testament prophecies (see 
2:14–32), especially the Prophet Joel’s words:

 It will come to pass in the last days, God says,
      “that I will pour out a portion of my spirit
           upon all flesh.
 Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
      your young men shall see visions, 
      your old men shall dream dreams.”        
             (Acts of the Apostles 2:17; see also Joel 3:1)

Peter explained that the glorified Jesus 
himself was pouring the Holy Spirit upon 
the Apostles and enabling them to miracu-
lously speak in such a way that they could be 
understood by all members of the audience 
(see Acts of the Apostles 2:33).

Peter instructed his listeners to repent and be baptized 
so that their sins would be forgiven, so they too would 
receive the Holy Spirit. Three thousand people were
baptized that day (see 2:37–41).

Pentecost and the Tower of Babel

Pentecost contrasts greatly with the Tower of Babel event described 
in Genesis. At that time, when the whole world spoke one language (see 
Genesis 11:1), some people wished to build a tower up to the sky, in 
order to “make a name for [them]selves” (11:4). Instead God scattered 
them throughout the earth, confusing their languages so they could no 
longer communicate.

At Pentecost, however, the Holy Spirit enabled people speaking vari-
ous languages to hear the same message. At the Tower of Babel, God 
put up barriers to understanding; at Pentecost he broke them down.

Pentecost and the Tower of BabelPentecost and the Tower of Babel

Pentecost contrasts greatly with the Tower of Babel event described 
in Genesis. At that time, when the whole world spoke one language (see 
Genesis 11:1), some people wished to build a tower up to the sky, in 
order to “make a name for [them]selves” (11:4). Instead God scattered 
them throughout the earth, confusing their languages so they could no 
longer communicate.

At Pentecost, however, the Holy Spirit enabled people speaking vari-
ous languages to hear the same message. At the Tower of Babel, God 
put up barriers to understanding; at Pentecost he broke them down.

In the account of the 
Tower of Babel, God 
confused the speech 
of humanity. Why does 
he reverse this in the 
preaching of the Apostles 
at Pentecost?
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Part 2: The Holy Spirit and the Church 25

6 The Meaning 
of Pentecost

You may sometimes hear Pentecost referred to as the birth-
day of the Church. This can be misleading if we mean that 
the Church began on Pentecost. Recall that the Father and 
his Son were involved with the Church before the descent of 
the Holy Spirit on the Apostles. 
The Church was born primarily 
of Christ’s total self-giving for our 
salvation, anticipated when he 
instituted the Eucharist, and ful-
filled in his death on the cross. A 
helpful analogy for the revelation 
of the Church at Pentecost may be 
a child’s day of birth.

At a child’s birth, we see her 
or him with our eyes for the first 
time, but the child has been pre-
pared for several months within 
her or his mother. In a similar yet 
greater way, the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit at Pentecost revealed 
the Church to the world for the 
first time. The Church itself was 
not a new entity, however, as 
she had been in God’s plan from 
before the world was created.

On Pentecost, God as the 
Trinity was fully revealed for the 
first time. Jews who followed 
Jesus at the time of Pentecost 
worshipped the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob and also believed 
that Jesus was the Divine Son of 

At Pentecost the Holy Spirit broke 
through into our world in a new way. 
How did the action of the Holy Spirit 
make the Blessed Trinity known to us?

© Francis G . Mayer/CORBIS
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26 Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World

God the Father. The action of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost 
enabled these Jewish followers to become aware of their 
encounter with God the Holy Spirit, the Third Divine Person 
of the Trinity. For the first time in salvation history, God 
fully revealed himself as the Blessed Trinity. This mystery of 
the Trinity—one God in three Divine Persons, Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit—is the central mystery of our faith. God 
alone can make this mystery known to us.

The Age of the Church
In God’s plan of salvation, Pentecost marked the beginning 
of the Church’s mission on earth, when the Apostles were 
able to begin their work of evangelization and to baptize in 
Jesus’ name. No longer present on earth in the same way 
as before his death and Resurrection, Christ now lived and 
acted in the world through his Church. In this way, and 
through his sending of the Holy Spirit, Jesus fulfilled his 
promise to his disciples: “I am with you always, until the end 
of the age” (Matthew 28:20). ✞

We celebrate Pentecost fifty days after 
Easter. Pentecost marks the ending of 
the Easter season in the liturgical year, a 
season in which we celebrate the life, death, 
Resurrection, and Ascension of Jesus and 
the redemption he won for us. You may have 
noticed that the priest celebrating the 
Mass on Pentecost wears red, but do you 
know why? Red symbolizes the transform-
ing power of the Holy Spirit.

A second special component of the Pen-
tecost liturgy is the singing or recitation of 
“Veni, Sancte Spiritus,” or “Come, Holy Spirit,” 
a Latin sequence that dates from the 
twelfth century. (See the sidebar “Come, 
Holy Spirit” for the text of this sequence.)

Celebrating Pentecost

We celebrate Pentecost fifty days after 
Easter. Pentecost marks the ending of 
the Easter season in the liturgical year, a 
season in which we celebrate the life, death, 
Resurrection, and Ascension of Jesus and 
the redemption he won for us. You may have 
noticed that the priest celebrating the 
Mass on Pentecost wears red, but do you 
know why? Red symbolizes the transform-
ing power of the Holy Spirit.

A second special component of the Pen-
tecost liturgy is the singing or recitation of 
“Veni, Sancte Spiritus,” or “Come, Holy Spirit,” “Veni, Sancte Spiritus,” or “Come, Holy Spirit,” “Veni, Sancte Spiritus,”
a Latin sequence that dates from the 
twelfth century. (See the sidebar “Come, 
Holy Spirit” for the text of this sequence.)

Celebrating Pentecost
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Part 2: The Holy Spirit and the Church 27

7 The Holy Spirit Animates, 
Sanctifies, and Builds the Church

We hear phrases such as “school spirit” or the “spirit of team-
work.” These phrases refer to a kind of energy or atmosphere 
in a group or organization that we can’t see but that we know 
is real and active. When this energy brings people together 
and strengthens their relationships and ability to share in a 
common mission for the sake of others, it gives us a glimpse of 
the Holy Spirit’s way of working in the world.

The Holy Spirit, given to the Church’s members by Christ, 
builds, animates, and sanctifies the Church. These three ele-
ments of the Holy Spirit’s mission are evidence of the Holy 
Spirit’s energy!

Come, Holy Spirit

Come, Holy Spirit” (in the original Latin, “Veni Sancte Spiritus”) is a chant, dating 
from the Middle Ages, that is still sung or recited in the Mass for Pentecost. It 

has been recorded in many beautiful arrangements, including Gregorian chant.

Come, Holy Spirit, and send down from heaven the ray of your light.

Come, father of the poor, come, giver of gifts, come, light of the hearts.

Best consoler, sweet host of the soul, sweet refresher.

Rest in work, cooling in heat, comfort in crying.

O most blessed light, fill the innermost hearts of your faithful.

Without your power nothing is in man, nothing innocent.

Clean what is dirty, water what is dry, heal what is wounded.

Bend what is rigid, heat what is cold, lead what has gone astray.

Grant to your faithful who trust in you, your sevenfold holy gift.

Grant us the reward of virtue, grant us final salvation, grant us eternal joy.

                                                                                 (The Choral Public Domain Library)

Pray It!

Article
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28 Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World

The Holy Spirit Animates the Church
The Holy Spirit animates or gives life to the Church. Saint 
Augustine said that what the soul is to the human body, so 
the Holy Spirit is to the Body of Christ, the Church. Prior 
to his Ascension, Jesus told his disciples, “You will receive 
power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you” (Acts of the 
Apostles 1:8). At Pentecost, tongues as of fire, symbolizing 
the transforming energy of the Holy Spirit, came upon the 
disciples. This power converted a group of disciples who 
had been huddling behind closed doors out of fear (see John 
20:19) into bold missionaries, proclaiming their faith in the 
Risen Christ.

The Holy Spirit Sanctifies the Church
The Church is sanctified or made holy by the Holy Spirit. The 
Holy Spirit works to “build up” the holiness of the Church’s 
members in various ways: through the Sacraments, through 
the virtues by which we live a moral life, and by the many 
gifts the Holy Spirit gives to each person. Church members 
first receive the Holy Spirit through Baptism, the first Sacra-
ment of Christian Initiation. Baptism brings each person 
into the Body of Christ. Paul says, “For in one Spirit we were 
all baptized into one body” (1 Corinthians 12:13).

The Holy Spirit Builds the Church
At Pentecost the Holy Spirit’s power to build the Church 
was made known. Once the Apostles had received the Holy 
Spirit, more than three thousand people were baptized!

animate
To give life to.

sanctify, 
sanctification
To make holy; sancti-
fication is the process 
of becoming closer to 
God and growing in 
holiness, taking on the 
righteousness of Jesus 
Christ with the gift of 
sanctifying grace.

A Challenge from Pope Benedict XVI to Youth

Pope Benedict XVI delivered this challenge at World Youth Day 2008 in Sydney, 
Australia:

Dear young people, let me now ask you a question. Are you living your lives in a way 
that opens up space for the Spirit in the midst of a world that wants to forget God, 
or even rejects him in the name of a falsely conceived freedom? How are you using 
the gifts you have been given, the “power” which the Holy Spirit is even now prepared 
to release within you? What legacy will you leave to young people yet to come? What 
difference will you make?

Catholic Wisdom
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After Jesus told his followers 
they would receive the Holy Spirit, he 
also told them what to do next: “You 
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 
throughout Judea and Samaria, and 
to the ends of the earth” (Acts of the 
Apostles 1:8). The mission of the 
Church is to bring people into com-
munion with the Trinity. The Holy 
Spirit builds individuals’ faith lives, 
builds community, and attracts new 
members to join the Church, which 
builds the Church’s actual numbers. ✞

How is Baptism by total immer-
sion symbolic of dying to our 
old life and rising to new life in 
Christ?

© Used with permission of St Thomas Aquinas
 Church and Catholic Student Center, Ames, IA

In Greek, the language of the New Testament, the word for Spirit is 
pneuma, but this word can also mean “wind” or “breath.” In Hebrew, the 
primary language of the Old Testament, the word ruach has these same 
meanings.

The Scripture writers take full advantage of this range of meaning. 
Jesus breathes on his disciples and says, 
“Receive the holy Spirit” (John 20:22). This 
recalls God’s action in Genesis 2:7, where the 
Lord God blew into the nostrils of man the 
breath of life, and man became a living being. 
When the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples 
at Pentecost, there was “a noise like a strong 
driving wind” (Acts of the Apostles 2:2).

Jesus says, “The wind (or Spirit) blows 
where it wills, and you can hear the sound it 
makes, but you do not know where it comes 
from or where it goes; so it is with everyone 
who is born of the Spirit” (John 3:8).

The Holy Spirit, Breath, and Wind
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from or where it goes; so it is with everyone 
who is born of the Spirit” (John 3:8).

The Holy Spirit, Breath, and WindThe Holy Spirit, Breath, and Wind

©
 Fib

er A
rt b

y Lind
a S

 . S
chm

id
t / w

w
w

 .shortattn .com
 / U

sed
 w

ith p
erm

ission

1149-TheChurch Pgs.indb   29 3/17/16   10:02 AM



30 Section 1:  The Church: Christ’s Continued Presence and Work in the World

8 Life According
to the Holy Spirit

Sometimes people go through dramatic changes in their 
lives. Let’s say Lauren, who has always been somewhat 
rude and inconsiderate, suddenly becomes much nicer and 
thoughtful. You might say something like, “It’s like Lauren is 
a different or new person!” The Gift of the Holy Spirit brings 
this kind of startling change of life.

Life Ignoring the Holy Spirit
We may know about the transforming power of the Holy 
Spirit, but we have the free will to ignore him, or, as Paul 
would say, to live “according to the flesh” (Romans 8:4). The 
Apostle Paul contrasted a holy life lived according to the 
power of the Holy Spirit with a life lived according to the 
flesh. The person who lives according to the flesh focuses on 
immediate gratification of his or her own needs. As a result, 
this person’s life will be filled, as Paul said, with hatred, 
jealousy, lack of self-control, and selfishness. According to 
Paul, this person may well abuse alcohol and be sexually 
promiscuous in relationships (see Galatians 5:19–21). The 
person who ignores the Holy Spirit is so focused on meeting 
his or her own immediate desires that he or she has no time 
to consider other people.

The Scriptures and Christian art often portray the Holy Spirit as a dove. 
Luke tells us that the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus at his Bap-
tism in the form of a dove. In his poem “God’s Grandeur,” the Jesuit poet 
Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844–1889) used the image of the dove:

And though the last lights off the black West went

  Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs —

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent

  World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.

The Holy Spirit, the Dove, and the Scriptures
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Life in the Holy Spirit
Paul contrasted this selfish life with a life “according to the 
Spirit” (Romans 8:4). Paul spoke of the fruits of the Spirit: 
“love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22–23). The person 
living according to the Spirit is not focused on himself or 
herself but rather on the needs and well-being of others. Paul 
said, “The love of God has been poured out into our hearts 
through the holy Spirit that has been given to us” (Romans 
5:5). This life in the Holy Spirit is the beginning, the first-
fruits, a kind of sneak preview of our life in Heaven, where 
we will share in the perfect love and happiness of the Trinity. 
Think of people you know who are filled with the Spirit—
they radiate calm and joy even during tough times.

The Holy Spirit allows us to deepen our relationship 
with himself, the Father, and the Son, showing us that we are 
“children of God” (Romans 8:16), and thus we can cry out, 
“Abba, Father” (Romans 8:15, Galatians 4:6).

The Holy Spirit helps 
teach us how to pray. 
The next time you 
pray, begin by asking 
the Holy Spirit to 
guide you.
© Bill Wittman / www .wpwittman .com
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The Teaching of the Holy Spirit
The Holy Spirit has a teaching role in the Church. Jesus told 
his disciples, “He will teach you everything and remind you 
of all that I told you” (John 14:26). “When he comes, the 
Spirit of truth, he will guide you to all truth” (16:13). The 
Holy Spirit also helps us understand the truths of faith.

The Holy Spirit also teaches us to pray. Have you ever 
had the experience of feeling that you would like to pray, or 
that you should pray, but you don’t know what to say? Ask 
the Holy Spirit for help! The Apostle Paul tells us, “The Spirit 
too comes to the aid of our weakness; for we do not know 
how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit itself intercedes with 
inexpressible groanings” (Romans 8:26). When we do not 
know how to pray, it’s good to know that we can call on the 
Holy Spirit, the “master of prayer,” to help us.

The Holy Spirit, as the master of prayer, not only inter-
cedes for us but also instructs us in our prayer life, inspiring 
us to express new forms of the basic types of prayer: blessing, 
petition, intercessions, thanksgiving, and praise. The Holy 
Spirit has been teaching people to pray for thousands of 
years. The Holy Spirit operates through Tradition, the living 
transmission of God’s truth to us. The Holy Spirit is like a 
well of living water within the heart of a person who prays, 
but the Holy Spirit also points the praying person to the 
source of the living water, Jesus Christ. From the medieval 
Gregorian chants to the latest praise and worship songs, 
from the Eucharistic Prayers of the Mass to our own sponta-
neous prayers before we fall asleep at night, the Holy Spirit is 
endlessly creative in our prayer lives.✞

9 The Holy Spirit 
Gifts the Church

The Holy Spirit gives various gifts, or charisms, to the mem-
bers of the Church for the benefit of the whole Church and, 
through the Church, the whole world. As Saint Paul wrote, 
“To each individual the manifestation of the Spirit is given 
for some benefit” (1 Corinthians 12:7).

petition
A prayer form in which 
one asks God for help 
and forgiveness.

intercession
A prayer on behalf 
of another person or 
group.

charism
A special gift or grace 
of the Holy Spirit given 
to an individual Chris-
tian or community, 
commonly for the 
benefit and building up 
of the entire Church.

Article
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Paul’s Description of the Charisms
Saint Paul listed the following charisms in his First Letter to 
the Corinthians: the expression of knowledge or wisdom, 
faith, gifts of healing, mighty deeds, prophecy, discernment 
of spirits, the “variety” or gift of tongues and interpretation 
of tongues (see 12:8–10).

These charisms should not be confused, however, with 
the Gifts of the Holy Spirit, the seven gifts that describe dis-
positions or prevailing tendencies rather than specific skills. 
The seven Gifts of the Holy Spirit, based on Isaiah 11:2, are 
wisdom, understanding, right judgment (counsel), courage 
(fortitude), knowledge, reverence (piety), and wonder and 
awe (fear of the Lord).

Ordinary Charisms
There are extraordinary charisms and more ordinary ones, 
both of which are important. On any given day, you can see 
these ordinary charisms at work all around you. Teachers 
share their talents of knowledge and wisdom with their stu-
dents. A nurse or doctor demonstrates the capacity to heal a 
patient. A friend may have the ability to learn languages and 
use it to help recent immigrants to the country.

Being Open to the Spirit

How can you be more open to the activity of the Holy Spirit in your own life? Fol-
lowing are a few suggestions:

• Make time for quiet reflection and prayer. If we are constantly busy, it is difficult 
to hear the voice of the Holy Spirit within us. Many people find it helpful to set 
aside a specific prayer time in the mornings. Spending an hour in Eucharistic Ado-
ration on a weekly basis is another great opportunity to hear the Holy Spirit.

• Join or form a prayer or Bible study group. Many groups read and discuss the 
readings for the upcoming Sunday Mass. The Holy Spirit often guides partici-
pants into a deeper understanding of the Scriptures.

• Discover or develop the particular gifts that the Holy Spirit has shared with you. 
Volunteer opportunities often give us a chance to discover or develop talents and 
abilities; a trusted adult can often help you to discern your own particular gifts.

Live It!
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The term charismatic refers to Christians who place special emphasis on 
the Gifts of the Spirit, in particular the extraordinary gifts. The modern 
charismatic renewal movement in the Catholic Church began in 1964 
among university students and faculty and has since spread into all 
areas of the Church. Although not an official “organization,” it is a recog-
nizable movement of the Spirit.

The following are some characteristics of those involved in the Catho-
lic Charismatic Renewal:

• desire for personal holiness and a personal relationship with Jesus 
Christ

• openness to the movement of the Holy Spirit in their lives, includ-
ing (but not limited to) the extraordinary gifts, such as speaking in 
tongues and healing

• preference for lively and enthusiastic worship of God
• acceptance of the authority of the Church Magisterium to discern 

what is truly beneficial in the Charismatic Movement

The Charismatic Renewal has been affirmed as a legitimate movement of 
the Holy Spirit and a gift to the Church since Pope Paul VI in 1975.
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Extraordinary Charisms
Some of the Holy Spirit’s Gifts are extraordinary, involving 
spiritual powers beyond normal human abilities. A person’s 
extraordinary charism of healing, for example, might be visi-
ble to others through a miraculous cure that has no scientific 
explanation. Some people have the gift of prophecy, or the 
gift of speaking in tongues and the interpretation of tongues. 
Speaking in tongues is the gift of praying in a spiritual lan-
guage; no one else can understand it unless it is interpreted 
by someone with the charism of interpreting tongues (see 1 
Corinthians 14:2,14).

Charisms of Leadership
Sometimes we describe political or other leaders as charis-
matic, meaning they possess a certain power of personality 
or speaking ability that draws people to them. The Church 
too has charisms of leadership, but these are Gifts of the 
Holy Spirit that enable a leader to provide benefit to the 
whole Church. In his discussion on gifts, Paul says that God 
has designated believers to be Apostles, prophets, teachers, 
administrators, and assistants (see 1 Corinthians 12:28).

Founders of religious orders or congregations often 
have specific charisms that their followers also pursue. 
Saint Benedict’s charism of combining work and prayer has 
inspired the spiritual life of vowed Benedictines and their 
associates for centuries. Saint Francis’s charism of embracing 
a life of poverty and simplicity inspired thousands to follow 
in his footsteps.

As leaders and teachers of the Church, the Pope and the 
bishops in union with him, have the charism of infallibility so 
that the Church may always avoid error in her teaching on 
faith and morals. Infallibility extends to the whole of divine 
Revelation. One way the gift of infallibility is exercised is 
when the Pope, as supreme pastor and teacher, defines a 
doctrine as infallible. The most recent infallible teaching 
was Pope Pius XII’s proclamation of the Assumption of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary in 1950. Another way infallibility is 
exercised is when the bishops, together with the Pope, agree, 
especially in an Ecumenical Council, on a teaching that all 
must hold because it is divinely revealed.

charismatic
The word refers to a 
person gifted with the 
charism or graces of 
the Holy Spirit such 
as healing, prophecy, 
and speaking in 
tongues. Because self-
deception is always 
possible, the charisms 
claimed by such a per-
son must be verified 
by the Church.

Magisterium
The Church’s living 
teaching office, which 
consists of all bishops, 
in communion with 
the Pope, the Bishop 
of Rome.

infallibility
The gift given by 
the Holy Spirit to the 
Pope and the bishops 
in union with him 
to teach on matters 
of faith and morals 
without error.
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The Church Needs All Charisms
The Holy Spirit gives gifts to every member of the Church, 
no matter how humble, because each person can contribute 
to building up the Church. Some have a musical gift, others 
have the charism of leadership or coaching, and yet others 
have the gift of patient listening and the ability to give wise 
advice. As a young person, you may already know some of 
your gifts. You will discover more as you mature. ✞

Each one of us has gifts we can contribute to the 
building up of the Church. These gifts may be obvi-
ous, such as musical abilities, or subtle, like being a 
good listener. What gifts do you possess that you can 
share with the Church?
© Diane White Rosier/iStockphoto .com
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Part Review
 1 . What does it mean to say that the works of 

Jesus and the Holy Spirit are inseparable?

 2 . Where does the Holy Spirit lead the Church?

 3 . Describe the events of Pentecost .

 4 . What did Peter say would happen to those 
people who repented and were baptized on 
the day of Pentecost?

 5 . Why is it appropriate to say that the Church is 
revealed rather than born on Pentecost?

 6 . Why was Pentecost the Revelation of the 
Holy Trinity as well as the Church?

 7 . What are three important elements of the 
Church’s mission?

 8 . How did the Holy Spirit transform Jesus’ dis-
ciples?

 9 . Contrast a life lived ignoring the Holy Spirit 
and one lived in the Holy Spirit .

 10 . How does the Holy Spirit help us to pray?

 11 . What is the subtle difference between a 
charism and a Gift of the Holy Spirit?

 12 . Describe how founders of religious orders 
often had specific charisms that their follow-
ers also pursued .
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