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John 1:1-18 

Almost fifteen years ago I was at a conference listening to a man explain why he had left 
Anglicanism and been reconciled to the Catholic Church.  He mentioned a number of changes the 
Anglican Communion had undertaken and concluded by saying that those actions had caused him to 
question the Church of England’s “Sacramental Economy.”  At the time, I had honestly never heard the 
phrase, but it speaks to the means by which grace is dispensed and thus imparted.  If my priestly orders 
are invalid, then most of the sacraments I celebrate are invalid, and most of my ministry turns out to be an 
engagement with simulation.  Rather than actually imparting grace, I’m just making it look like that is 
happening; and the faithful are being fooled, while in fact receiving nothing at my hands.  Months after I 
had already been ordained a Catholic priest, I understood the tragedy of my Anglican ministry. 

Grace was the half I had been missing.  “For the law was given through Moses,” St. John writes in 
today’s Gospel.  “Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”  I had been drawn into the Church by the 
Truth.  Indeed, St. John Paul II’s encyclical, “The Splendor of Truth,” had been the beginning of my 
conversion to the fulness of truth.  And the truth I sought, the one I saw proclaimed in the Catholic 
Church, was the sanctity of human life from conception to natural death.  This led me to read St. John 
Paul’s other master works, “The Gospel of Life” and “The Theology of the Body,” an explication of St. 
Paul VI’s encyclical, “Humanae Vitae.”  Before long I found my position as an Anglican clergyman 
untenable, for I could no longer countenance being a clergyman in a denomination that did not teach what 
I believed.  The Catholic Church did; so I came home. 

Mine was an intellectual conversion.  I had never considered the obvious: “And the Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.” If the fulness of truth was lacking in the denomination 
to which I belonged and in which I had exercised my ministry, then the fulness of grace was likely 
lacking, too.  Even as I recoiled in horror, everything suddenly made sense.  Grace and truth are 
inextricably linked!  An institution that doesn’t have truth is bound to fail because it doesn’t have grace.  
But one that has both grace and truth, this is of God and will therefore grow, prosper, and succeed. 

“And from his fullness have we all received, grace upon grace.”   This is the sticking power of the 
Catholic Church:  It is not only that she is the depository of Truth, graced by her divine founder with the 
fulness of God’s revelation to man.  It is also that her members have received the fulness of grace, and 
like St. John, the author of these words, they know it.  They are bonded to their Mother, that is, Holy 
Mother Church, because with St. John they have seen the sick healed, demons cast out, and lives 
transformed.  This is no mere intellectual pursuit, but the experience of God in their lives, as they return 
again and again to the repository of grace and witness its fruits in their lives and the lives of those they 
love.  They come to the sacraments and receive “grace upon grace.” 



I spoke last night at the Vigil Mass about both the trials and the triumphs of the Catholic Church, how 
“the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  Grace has given the Church 
fortitude to endure her trials, and grace has been the means by which her ministry has invariably 
expanded after the trial has been overcome.  With every valley she has had to traverse, a mountain top has 
quickly followed; and the number of nations she calls her own has grown.   

Precisely because the Church has both grace and truth, and the darkness cannot overcome her bright 
shining light, we can know with certainty that this momentary affliction through which we are now 
passing will be followed by another age of rapid and enduring expansion.  To celebrate Christmas is to 
celebrate this reality:  that Jesus came to us on Christmas Day, but He has not ceased coming to us ever 
since.  He comes to us through His Church, through the sacraments He Himself established, and through 
the grace He imparts by the hands of the men He chooses and strengthens for this work.  In the Catholic 
Church, every day is Christmas because the gifts keep coming, “grace upon grace.” 

It is important, then, that we make this connection for people who don’t yet know the Truth.  We as 
Catholics are actually very good at articulating our faith, in preparing unassailable intellectual arguments 
that proclaim and defend the Truth.  These arguments are what finally brought me home.  Where we must 
improve is in the other half:  the articulation of how grace has touched us and changed our lives, and how 
we would be helpless and lost without recourse to the sacraments by which that very grace is imparted.  
The reality of this sacramental economy must be real to us, in order that we may make it real to our 
neighbors who are in danger of succumbing to the darkness.  Don’t just explain to them the Truth:  how 
and why it isn’t really dark.  Show them the light, and by the power of grace, imparted through the 
sacraments, be it to them. 


