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What Is The Church?

1. The Greek name known to us from the NT is ekklësia, (assembly, meeting) and is derived from ek-kaleo, which was used as a summons to the army to assemble; from kaleö, (to call), known in classical Greek about the 5th cent. BC; in antiquity it means the popular assembly of citizens of a city. It reached its greatest importance in the 5th century where the church met at regular intervals. These meetings were known in the city of Athens and occurred about 30—40 times a year; elsewhere was also common.  In the old time the ekklësia opened with prayers and sacrifices to the gods of the city. It was bound by the existing laws. Every citizen had the right to speak and to propose matters for discussion, but a proposition could only be dealt with if there was an expert opinion on the matter (Aristotle, Athenian Politic.  45) 
2. When the OT was translated into Greek, ekklèsia, was used by the translators about 100 times, It represents exclusively the Hebrew qahal; but synagogue  was used 225 times. The word qahal, comes from qôl, (voice, call), and means a summons to an assembly and the act of assembling. (For Greek data, see Hath and Redpath, Concordance to the Septuagint, 2nd edition 1984)

3. Who, then, is addressed as the qahal?     The word   stands primarily for the summons to war of all the men capable of bearing arms (Gen. 49:6; Num. 22:4; verbal form in 2 Sam. 20:14; 1 Kings. 12:21). To a certain extent, these people are the whole congregation of the people (Num. 16:33). In Deuteronomy, qahal means that all the congregation gathered to conclude the covenant at Sinai (Deut. 9:10; 10:4). It is qualified by being linked to the name of Yahweh (cf. especially Deut. 23:2 if.). The word stands here for the people which Yahweh has called and who are bound by the Covenant. Thus qahal also referred to the worshiping congregation.
The Church in the NT and the Christian Identity

When we look for the Jewish origins of Christianity, it is striking that neither Jesus himself nor the apostles used the common name synagogue for their assemblies. This defines from the very beginning the fact that from the time of the ascension of our Lord, there was a self-definition of the Christian meetings as churches. The book of Acts provides us with one name of a synagogue (Acts 6: 9, that of Freedmen). Christian identity was shaped from the beginning by belonging to the ekklësia. NT Studies raised the question why the church, the name of the new community, appears only in Matt. 16:18 and 18:17, but is absent from the other Gospels. Luke who provided us with a good account of early tradition, and does not mention the church in the Gospel, but in Acts the name is used 23 times. The Gospel of Mathew remains close to the Aramaic and the Jewish teaching; it is the Gospel that was concerned with the teaching of Jesus himself as a replacement to the “halakah”, the common popular Jewish traditions. Once the church was established as the new community we should expect to see  the majority of occurrences of the name church in Paul’s letters (46 out of a total of 114; including 9 in Eph. and 4 in Col.), above all in 1 Corinthians alone  (22 times).   
The Church, The Bright Star of Christ

Ignatius of Antioch, letter to the Ephesians 19:  “A star shone in heaven, brighter than all the other stars, 
And its brightness was indescribable, 
And its unusualness caused a strange wonder; 
And the other stars, and sun, and moon, danced in chorus about the star, 
But it was radiating its light far beyond the others. 
The wonder grew what made it new, so unlike the entire chorus.

From then all magic was destroyed,    
And every shackle of sin was abo1ished; ignorance was scattered.

And the ancient kingdom was ruined. When God incarnate appeared

To bring newness of eternal life (cf.Rom.6:4). 
What had been decided by God began to be realized: 
And because of the plan for abolishing death all things were in motion.”

The Church as a Bride Pre-existent

Origen of Alexandria, Commentary on the Canticle of Canticles,11.8: “Do not believe that the Bride, that is, the Church, has existed only since the Savior’s Incarnation. She exists since the beginning of the human race and even since the creation of the world; even, as St. Paul testifies, since before the creation of the world. (cf.Eph.1:4) So the Church’s foundations have been laid from the beginning.”
The place of the Holy Spirit

Irenaeus, Against the Heresies, 3.24: “We receive our faith from the Church and keep it safe; and it is a precious deposit stored in a fine vessel, ever renewing its vitality through the Spirit of God, and causing the renewal of the vessel in which it is stored. For the gift of God has been entrusted to the Church, as the breath of life to created man, that all members by receiving it should be made alive. And herein has been bestowed on us our means of communion with Christ, namely the Holy Spirit, the pledge of immortality, the strengthening of our faith, the ladder by which we ascend to God. For the Apostle says, “God has set up in the Church apostles, prophets, teachers “(1 Cor. 12:28) and all the other means of the Spirit’s workings. But they have no share in this Spirit who do not join in the activity of the Church. For where the Church is, there is the Spirit of God, and where the Spirit of God is, there is the Church and every kind of grace. The Spirit is truth. Therefore those who have no share in the Spirit are not nourished and given life at their mother’s breast; nor do they enjoy the sparkling fountain that issues from the body of Christ.”

The Church is the Body of Christ

NT studies have on the whole treated the “church as the body of Christ” as a metaphor (Dictionary of Paul and his Letters, IVP, pp 127ff). The majority of the NT scholars of the Evangelical churches think that this metaphor was employed by Paul to describe the church. Behind that there was and still is a lingering in the mind of Western scholarship, since the Middle Ages, that there are three bodies of Jesus:
1. Taken from Mary

2. Given  in the Upper Room

3. The church

To solve this big riddle, Middle Ages theologians created a new name for the church: “the Mystical body of Christ,” being the body of the church that is different from the body of our Lord that he took at his Incarnation (see a detailed study by Henri de Lubac, Corpus Mysticum, English edition, Notre Dame,  2007). The Mystical body of Christ, the church, was not known to the Fathers in the East. St Augustine never used it but it was used later, (Augustine through the Ages: an Encyclopedia, 1999, pp 172ff)
There are not three bodies of Christ. The citations from Paul just speak of the “body of Christ” in 1 Corinthians 12:12-27, and also as the “temple of God” where the Holy Spirit dwells (1 Corinthians 3:16-17; 2 Corinthians 6:16- 18 and Ephesians 2:20-22); It is the temple of God because his Spirit dwells among God’s assembled people (I Cor 10:16). This can be true only because the Holy Spirit dwelt in Jesus and from Jesus, the church received the Holy Spirit. The Incarnation was and is the dwelling of the fullness God in Christ (Col 2:9). God, in Jesus, tabernacled on earth in us, his people (1 Cor 10:16-17). 
In 2 Corinthians 6:16-18 the believers are God’s temple: “we are the temple of the living God.” This cannot be separated from “You are the body of Christ and severally members of it” (1 Cor 12:27). The two statements belong to the living reality of the New Covenant.

The body of Christ, the church in 1 Cor 12:12-20:
1. The body of Christ is his real body (1 Cor 12:12).This reality comes from Baptism where we are joined to the body of Christ, and it is clear that it is one body where the head and the body are one body (Co 1:19). The failure of some NT scholars comes from one source, treating the letters of Paul separately and dividing them according to what they believe are historical developments in the life and mind of Paul. But once Baptism, the Eucharist, the Head and the Body are treated as separate topics, the whole apostolic teaching is not only fragmented but looks very silly. 
2. If the body of Jesus was formed by the Holy Spirit in Mary, and then was anointed by the Holy Spirit, our bodies are drawn into the same plan of salvation; we are born again, and like Jesus, and because of Jesus, we become the adopted children of God. It is amazing how this is made clear in Gal 4:4-5. The sending of the Son, to be born of a woman under the Law, is the cause for our adoption and the reason for having the Holy Spirit crying in our hearts, “abba Father” (Gal 4:4).
The Mistaken Identity

Henri de Lubac and John Zizioulas struggled with the divided world of modern humanity. On the social front and in the field of Social Anthropology David Le Breton and others saw in the human body the new fact that may bring us together. But without making a long journey with any of these Authors, the fact that we seem to have forgotten is that modern life itself runs all our systems on what is common to all of us in the field of: Medicine, Education, Law, Economy, and the entire Infra Structure of daily life from the traffic to the grave yard. Many of our divisions disappear in order to appear later when individualism takes over and becomes a law.

The body is unique and cannot be shared except in a very limited way at the Medical level of donation. But the physical and the biological life have been transformed by Jesus our Lord to the next level of the uncreated life that is communicated to us in the Son and by the Holy Spirit. Please take note of “in” and “by”. In the Son Incarnate and glorified by death, resurrection and ascension, we do not receive the biological life of Jesus because Jesus is not just human but he is also the Second Person who for “our sake, came down from heaven, and became man”. His transformed life is both human and divine.

1. At the human level, he is one of us who suffers with us, but at the divine level, the same one brings renewal and liberation. This is how the communion of properties of the incarnate Son works in us, not just in Christology. So when we receive Communion, that is the body and the blood of Christ, we have the whole Christ - divine and human. His transfigured humanity is that of our last state or being when we will be like him; our union with him is the present “pledge”. The biological remains the same, but the inner changes under the “skin”. Three facts are hidden:
a) The growing new life that is so much inwardly known and seen but is contradicted by the outwardly; to use the words of Paul: the inner man and the outer man.
b) This inner man has deep longing for the eternal and the perfect and hopes for the unseen. The same inner man does not fear death at the time of witnessing and thus contradicts the main biological law of survival which avoids pain and refuses to take risks.
c) The inner man takes his identity from the new life and does not take into consideration the social identity except for convenience.

2. The new identity comes from being the Ecclesial man who lives for communion and sees its manifestation and fulfillment in the Eucharist.
The Eucharist Makes the Church

Our life in Christ begins, of course, with Baptism, and Baptism and Eucharist are both given to us by Christ. What baptism begins in us, the Eucharist renews, strengthens and sustains. 
For Eucharist we are washed by the blood of the Lamb, as it says in Revelation 7:14; it is a washing that renews the washing in water that we received in baptism. We must never forget that there is forgiveness in the Eucharist, particularly expressed when we hear the words of our Lord, “for the forgiveness of sins.”

The Eucharist is not only the nourishment and the strength of the grace of our baptism but is also the mystery of our communion with each other and in the Divine Trinity.
The Eucharist is the very core of the life of the Church because it is Christ Himself who gives the Church its life and identity. The Church is the Body of Christ, and, as Augustine taught, we receive the body of Christ in order to become the body of Christ: "Be what you see and receive what you are." The whole mystery of Christ and of the Church as his body is what we receive in the Eucharist. This mystery therefore renews our life together in Christ; in other words, it renews the Church. The Church draws her life from the Eucharist. The words of the Liturgy of St John must be taken seriously; it is for the “life of the world.” The life that we share in Christ is the life of the Trinity, because Christ is the Son of God incarnate, and that life is one of perfect communion. The phrase we use about receiving the Eucharist is really very significant; we say we are receiving Communion. There is such a depth in this confession. We are receiving Christ himself, but the life he shares with us is the communion life of the Trinity — the very life that calls us out of our own individualism and draws us together as the Church. 

The Eucharist renews the very gift that makes us to be the Church, the community of love where the life of even the departed saints is also part of our life, not only because we have the same faith and have their Icons but also because we have the same Christ and the same Spirit. St Cyril of Alexandria says: “Within Christ no division can arise. All united to the single Christ through his own body, all receiving him, the one and indivisible, into our own bodies; we are the members of this one body and he is thus, for us, the bond of unity.... As Christ is one and indivisible we are all no more but one in him. So did he say to his heavenly Father, “That they may be one, as we are one” (Commentary of the Gospel of John11:11). This is not a psychological attitude to the church, but is the reality that the Holy Spirit reveals into us as we live in a divided world and divided life:

1. Divided by our concepts 

2. Separated by the kind of work and daily life we lead
But the Holy Spirit makes us conscious of this high form of being in many ways:

1. The love and the longing that we have for the life of holiness and truth.

2. The mysterious trust we have in the teaching of the fathers and the witness of the martyrs. 

The Unity of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit is the Model of the Church Unity of Love

Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on John 17:20-21, book 11, PG 74:556 -  “Christ is taking the substantial unity which He has with the Father and the Father with Him as an image or model of that indestructible love, harmony and unity which obtains where there is real and deep concord. He thus indicates His wish that in the strength of the holy and substantial Trinity, we too should be commingled with one another; so that the whole body of the Church may be perceived as one, as moving in Christ, through the union of two peoples, towards the constitution of a perfect, single whole. This is what St. Paul says: For He is our peace, who has made the two one and in his own body of flesh and blood has broken down the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law of commandments and ordinances, that He might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and might reconcile both to God in one body through the cross, bringing the hostility to an end (Eph. 2:14-16).”

In the Eucharist, Christ is feeding the Church, and each of us as members of the Church. It is also an occasion when the Holy Spirit is powerfully active, not only transforming the gifts of bread and wine but also transforming those who receive.  

Only Christ, who comes to us having the divine life and love can show us not only the way to true communion but making it happen. We receive the gift of Communion for two reasons:

1. To discover divine life

2. To minister it to a waiting and needy world. It is not given just for us to keep it to ourselves.  

Then we have communion to discern the body of Christ when we receive the Eucharist (1 Corinthians 11:29). This is not a mental contemplation but the reality of the new life that is not complete here and now, because we still are waiting for the resurrection of the body. We can discern the body of Christ at three levels:

1. The level of our Kenosis where all that is Christ becomes clear to us as our ego and our own interests are crucified in love with Jesus.

2. The level of knowing the kind of gift that was given to us, and is dormant due to our individualism or to the life of our fragmented community. This gift is given to the body of Christ (1 Cor 12:3ff)

3. We must receive worthily the body and blood of Christ, but we must also treat worthily the members of the body as we treat the Lord himself.

Our respect, adoration and worship is expressed in the words of the Liturgy, “O come let us worship and fall down before Christ who rose from the dead …” this takes place at the Eucharist and must be accompanied by respect for Christ in one another and, of course, in ourselves.   

 The Body of Christ, the Eucharist and the Lord’s Feasts

We celebrate all the feasts of our Lord, and all his life, death, resurrection ascension with the Eucharist, because Jesus is truly in us, and is the source of our life.  In every feast Jesus so readily gives himself to us in the Eucharist, and is a constant flow of life. Then the feasts become the feasts of the church, and the celebration of our communion with the divine Trinity and the saints.
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