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A REPORT FROM World Youth Day
in Madrid that caught my attention was
that of protesters at the welcome to

Pope Benedict. In the face of more than a mil-
lion cheering young people a number of—one
must admit—very brave and dedicated pro-
testers  were chanting: ‘God yes! Church no!’

We can only guess what those protesters
may have understood the Church to be, but
clearly their experience of Church had been
different from that of the young pilgrims.

Perhaps for the protesters the Church was
no more than an institution experienced as im-
personal, hierarchical, authoritarian, oppres-
sive.  The Church is indeed an institution, es-
tablished by Jesus on a solid foundation, guar-
anteed to last for all time and equipped to re-
sist the forces of the ‘underworld’. We thank
God for that. It is good to know that the Church
will stand till the end of time. But ‘institution’
is a cold word, very impersonal, even forbid-
ding when used of something as big and, al-
legedly, as ‘powerful’ as the Church.

Vatican II reminded us that the Church in-
stitution is a people—the People of God. It is
a community called together by God. It is a
community with heart that supports, challenges
and encourages each of its members. It is a
community that prays together, a community
of people who try to follow Jesus’ command
to love one another as Jesus has loved each
one of them. We can warm to this type of
Church. It is wonderful to be here!

 The Church is a community of people who
care. In everyday situations people are often
not very caring; no-one puts much effort into
mending relationships. If someone down the
road offends we often go our separate ways,
cease to be on speaking terms and have noth-
ing more to do with the person who has of-
fended. In the Church it must be different. Re-
lationships are important; the Church is a com-
munity to be worked at. When conflicts arise,

they need to be resolved. Jesus said to his fol-
lowers (us): ‘May you be one as I and the Fa-
ther are one’

Thus being Catholic entails more than be-
ing in a personal relationship with God, seek-
ing to ‘save my soul’ and live a decent life.
That would be far too individualistic. Being
Catholic is to be a truly caring person as a
member of a caring community of people
united in Christ. That is what it means to be
‘in the Church’.

The Church is God’s family where we are
cared for, where we experience God’s lavish
gifts of love, especially in the sacraments. We
are bonded to Christ, the Lord of life, at bap-
tism, we hear God’s Word as Good News, we
are nourished at the table of the Word and of
the Eucharist down the years. This is the nour-
ishment we need for our journey, our pilgrim-
age through life, a journey which concludes
when we are called into the fullness of life.
The Church nurtures us through life, and so
we know the Church as ‘Holy Mother Church’.
For the same reasons the Church is described
as ‘the community of salvation’.

The Church is also a sacrament, ‘the fun-
damental sacrament’. Sacraments are earthly
realities that disclose and channel spiritual or
heavenly realities. Thus the Church commu-
nity is more than a simple gathering of peo-
ple, it is an instrument for channelling God’s
saving action.To use St Paul’s favourite term,,
the Church is the Body of Christ and we are
all members of that Body.

The Church has been entrusted by Jesus
with his mission—to tell the Good News of
God-and-us, and to continue Jesus’ ministry
of healing, casting out evil, showing the way
to fuller life and attracting others into the com-
munity of salvation.

The Church is all this and more. We could
go on to celebrate the treasures of spirituality,
theology, art and architecture that the Church

THE TRUE CHURCH

Compass # 3 2011 text.indd   1 15/09/2011   10:08:55 AM



2

COMPASS

has accumulated down the centuries.
The protesters were not recognising all

these reasons to celebrate the Church, other-
wise they could hardly reject the Church. They
were rather put off by another side of the
Church—the other side. It is to be noted that
all the beauties of the Church that we have
mentioned above are what God has done and
is doing in the Church. The rest of the story is
what we human beings have done and are do-
ing in the Church.

The Church is a divine institution, but also
a human community, and human beings, even
dedicated members of the Church, are not per-
fect and often far from perfect. People can do
bad things and entertain prejudices, and struc-
tures can become rigid and oppressive. As was
said at the time of Vatican II by eminent mem-
bers of the Church hierarchy, the ‘Spotless
Bride of Christ’ (the Church) has blotches and
barnacles all over her; the Church, far from

 Mother and Teacher of all nations—such is the Catholic
Church in the mind of her Founder, Jesus Christ; to hold the
world in an embrace of love, that men, in every age, should find
in her their own completeness in a higher order of living, and
their ultimate salvation. She is ‘the pillar and ground of the
truth.’  (1Tim 3.15) To her was entrusted by her holy Founder
the twofold task of giving life to her children and of teaching
them and guiding them—both as individuals and as nations—
with maternal care. Great is their dignity, a dignity which she
has always guarded most zealously and held in the highest
esteem.

being perfect and complete is ‘semper
reformanda’ (‘always in need of reform’).
Thus those of us who love the Church have to
be able to love her, warts and all!

The million and more pilgrims who
cheered Pope Benedict were able to see at least
some of the beauty of the Church. The pro-
testers, on the other hand, saw only the ugli-
ness. It brings to mind an old quotation from
the Rev. Frederick Langbridge, English poet
and religious writer (1849—1923):

Two men look out the same prison bars;
one sees mud and the other stars.

If we indeed are blessed enough to see the
stars, perhaps an appropriate prayer for us is
the song of David :

One thing I ask of the Lord, for this I pray,
to live in the house of the Lord all the days of
my life. (Ps. 27.4)

—Barry Brundell MSC, Editor

—Pope John XXIII, encyclical Mother and Teacher
   (Mater et Magistra) 1961, opening words.
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WHY DO HUMANS commit vio-
lence? Why do humans cause suff-
ering to others? These are some of

the most difficult and heart-breaking questions
of human life. The power of violence and its
reciprocal nature is ever-present. Take, for ex-
ample, the riots in London or the trans-national
tit-for-tat between the American Pastor, Terry
Jones, and Afghani Muslims over the burning
of the Koran. The provocative moves of the
Pastor and the ferocious nature of the mob vio-
lence in Afghanistan in response were discon-
certing. Similarly, the meaningless gang vio-
lence in London by young people without
strong social ties and looking to acquire capi-
talist goods was very confronting and surpris-
ing to the West. Yet, as the renowned scholar
of violence, René Girard1 , claims, we should
not pinpoint this violence necessarily on any
particular religion or culture. Instead, as Girard
has famously argued, violence itself is religious
and cultural, i.e., it creates religious and cul-
tural structures by which humans reconcile
themselves to each other transcendently. Thus,
the reversion to mob violence is a deeply en-
grained human mechanism to resolve problems
and construct social identities.

Yet, why does violence occur in the quick
and frightening patterns that it has appeared
in, for example, the Koran-burning case or in
the London riots? Girard argues that this is so
because violence is reciprocal in nature. In
other words, humans imitate each other’s vio-
lence to the point of destroying each other.
Humans experience an imperative to imitate

and reciprocate the violence of one’s rival in
order to gain identity and power. What is the
root of this reciprocity in humans? According
to Girard, it is rooted in the nature of human
desire that he argues is mimetic, i.e., humans
desire according to the desire of another:

Professor Girard has made what he takes to be
an authentic anthropological discovery (some-
thing true independently of its discoverer), to
wit: that human desire is triangular and mimetic.
It is mimetic in that it is to do with imitation; it
is triangular in that transaction is three-cornered:
the source (model) which stimulates the desire,
the respondent (disciple) in whom the desire is
implanted, and the thing (object) then desired
(J. Alison, ‘Girard’s Breakthrough’, The Tab-
let. 29 June 1996, p. 1).

In analyzing the major literary works of
modern Western culture, Girard identified the
nature of mimetic desire as a dynamic force
that moves human beings into action. He sees
it as good in that it enables humans to gain
consciousness, form relationships, and learn
language and love. Advertising is one of the
most powerful exploiters of mimetic desire as
it establishes trends by stimulating desire
through modeling products as necessary to
‘keeping up’ and maintaining one’s identity.

This power could even be seen in the Lon-
don riots where young people just broke into
shops where they knew they could acquire the
capitalist goods they ‘needed’ to maintain their
identities, often revolving around the latest
technology goods and gang-related attire. In-
terestingly, even the gang identities of the
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