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“Together we are strong!” this is a well-known saying. In our days there is much talk of unity and community. Many are becoming aware of how we depend on each other, how urgently we need each other, how important cooperation and mutual help are. This new awareness which certainly does not awaken everywhere in the same measure and which counteracts the inclination to individualism, corresponds to what the Creator put into our human nature.

God’s plan with man
“God created man in his image; in the divine image he created him; male and female he created them” (Gen 1:27). Man is the summit of creation. God created everything for man, but man in turn was created to know and love God and to administer the earth as a responsible steward in God’s name.

Man was to fulfill this great mission in a spirit of complementarity. The Bible makes this clear with the following words: “It is not good that the man should be alone. I will make him a helper fit for him (Gen 2:18)”. The woman God “fashions” from the man’s rib and brings to him elicits on the man’s part a cry of wonder, an exclamation of love: “This one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2:23). According to God’s plan, man and woman were to exist for each other. This complementarity is shown particularly in marriage which becomes fruitful in children and forms the basis of society. Complementarity is moreover a principle of fundamental importance for any and every human community .

Admittedly, the fall of man through which he lost his friendship with God, made complementarity very difficult. The union of man and woman is no longer marked by its original harmony but by lust and domination (cf. Gen 3:16). The Society is no longer marked by love and respect, but by envy and jealousy, so that Cain kills his brother Abel (cf. Gen 4). Men become proud and want to build a tower with its top reaching to the sky; but God confuses their language, they no longer understand each other and become enemies (cf. Gen 11). The whole of history shows how difficult communion among individuals and peoples is and how often it becomes mere coexistence or even conflict.

But even after the fall God did not abandon man. He chose Abraham’s family and later the people of Israel in order to draw all people again to himself and reveal to them his will. When the fullness of time had come, He sent his Son because He wanted to reconcile the human beings with himself and bring them together as a family. This family is the Church. In her, through the grace of redemption, complementarity not only becomes possible, but it even becomes a source of manifold blessings. This takes, of course, deep faith and readiness for constant renewal.

The following text, which sums up the Church’s teaching on complementarity and gives some practical advice, is inspired mainly by the Apostle Paul. At the same time we listen to some words of Mother Julia, the foundress of the Spiritual Family The Work, who often reminded us of the importance of complementarity.

I. The Church, the Body of Christ
Paul uses various images to make the mystery of the Church understood. In his Letters he compares her with a body whose head is Christ and whose members we, the faithful, are. What does this comparison mean?

Unity in diversity
The human body consists of different parts with different functions. “The body is not a single part, but many. If a foot should say, ‘Because I am not a hand I do not belong to the body,’ it does not for this reason belong any less to the body. Or if an ear should say, ‘Because I am not an eye I do not belong to the body,’ it does not for this reason belong any less to the body” (1 Cor 12:14-16). This diversity of the parts is vital for the body. “If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? But as it is, God placed the parts, each one of them, in the body as he intended. If they were all one part, where would the body be? But as it is, there are many parts, yet one body” (1 Cor 12:17-20). All parts of the body, however, though many, belong together and form “one body” (1 Cor 12:12).

The Apostle applies these thoughts to the Church. The diversity of parts is seen in that the Church consists of people from many nations, languages, states of life and levels of society: “Jews or Greeks, slaves or free persons” (1 Cor 12:13). The Church is open for all men, races and nations. The particularity of individuals is not being lost but purified and sanctified. In the Church there is also a great diversity of services and charisms given by God in his goodness. He has designated “some people in the Church to be, first, apostles; second, prophets; third, teachers; then, workers of miracles; then, people with gifts of healing, assistance, administration” (1 Cor 12:28). Most members of the Church live as lay faithful in the world, some serve the building up of the body in a hierarchical office (Pope, bishops, priests and deacons), and others are called to follow Jesus in the state of consecrated life. In all states of life the Lord gives a variety of talents, gifts and charismas, some of which are obvious, whereas others remain rather hidden but are therefore not less important.

This diversity is necessary for the Body of Christ. Should the Church exclude certain people, classes of society or professional groups, she would not really be catholic. Were there no lay faithful, she could not penetrate the world with the leaven of the Gospel. Without clergy the sacraments, that are so essential, could not be administered. Without consecrated women and men the witness of radical discipleship would be missing. Without the manifold gifts which God’s Spirit gives to the faithful, the Church would be poorer and many tasks and services could not be carried out.

If we consider this, we can realize that the Church is a community with much diversity among her members. Yet, this very fact constitutes a great wealth. At the same time, despite the necessary differences, we have to be careful to preserve unity.

Unity in Christ
The parts of the human body form a unity because they all have the same head and are united by it. In a similar way this is also true for the Church: Christ “is the head of the body, the Church” (Col 1:18).

Christ is our Redeemer. Paul writes: “For in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile all things for him, making peace by the blood of his cross, whether those on earth or those in heaven” (Col 1:19-20). On the cross, the Lord reconciled us with the Father and with each other.

The sacraments unite us with the crucified and risen Christ in his body, the Church. The Second Vatican Council teaches in this regard: “In that body the life of Christ is communicated to those who believe, and who, through the sacraments, are united in a hidden and real way to Christ in his Passion and glorification” (Lumen Gentium, 7). This applies above all to Baptism through which “we were all baptized into one body” (1 Cor 12:13), and to the Eucharist by which our communion with Christ in his Church is continually deepened: “The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? Because the loaf of bread is one, we, though many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf” (1 Cor 10:16-17).

In this sense the priest prays to God the Father in the Third Eucharistic Prayer: “Grant that we, who are nourished by his body and blood, may be filled with his Holy Spirit, and become one body, one spirit in Christ”.

As members of the Church, although often very different one from another, we can thus become and remain one, because in the Holy Spirit we are united with Christ and in him. He, the Head of the Church, is the source of our unity. Again and again we humbly have to request Him for the gift of unity.

Unity in complementarity
The parts of the body are united with Christ but also with each other. “For as in one body we have many parts, and all the parts do not have the same function, so we, though many, are one body in Christ and individually parts of one another” (Rom 12:4-5).

The various parts of the body need each other. Therefore Paul writes: “The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I do not need you,’ nor again the head to the feet, ‘I do not need you.’ Indeed, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are all the more necessary” (1 Cor 12:21-22). The seemingly less important parts have a great value for God: “God has so constructed the body as to give greater honor to a part that is without it, so that there may be no division in the body, but that the parts may have the same concern for one another” (1 Cor 12:24-25). The parts of the body share joy and sorrow: “If one part suffers, all the parts suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts share its joy” (1 Cor 12:26).

In the body of the Church we depend on each other. Nobody can or ought to say to another: “I do not need you, you are not important for me”. God wants that we care for, support and strengthen each other, carry sufferings together and also share our joys with each other. This is what is meant by complementarity.

Saint Clement I, Pope, writes in his Epistle to the Corinthians (37:4) “Always it is the harmonious working together of its various parts that insures the well-being of the whole”. This is clear to us when we think e.g. of an orchestra. The individual musicians, who form part of the orchestra, must not merely be isolated players. They have to play together - each one on his own instrument and according to his own abilities. The consonance of the various instruments, which is highly demanding, determines the “usefulness” of the musicians and the quality of the orchestra. This applies also to the Church. Pope Benedict XVI pointed this out in his Encyclical Spe salvi, when he writes, “sin is understood by the Fathers as the destruction of the unity of the human race, as fragmentation and division… Hence ‘redemption’ appears as the reestablishment of unity, in which we come together once more in a union that begins to take shape in the world community of believers” (No. 14).

Mother Julia writes as follows about unity and complementarity among the members of the Church: “The light of complementarity is a great gift and a continual appeal”.

In what does the gift of complementarity consist? Which attitudes are required to gain it? What dangers and temptations are there?

II. Living in complementarity
 ”Having concern for one another”
Every individual, and more so every Christian, has a certain responsibility for others. In our days the opinion is widespread that all should go their own ways, especially in the sphere of religion and morals. Questions of faith and morals are considered “private matters” and of no concern to others. Everyone should do what they personally consider right: the one believes in Christ, the other in Buddha, the one is against abortion, the other is pro choice (termination of pregnancy justified in certain situations). And all of these opinions are to be tolerated as equal.

This attitude does not recognize and accept that questions of faith and morals are not merely subjective matters, in which everyone can have their own opinions. There are in fact answers to these questions that are true and give true direction to our lives, and there are also answers that are false and lead us astray. God himself gave us in divine Revelation answers that show us the right way that leads us to eternal happiness. Many of these answers are accessible not only to faith, but also to reason.

The opinion that faith is a “private matter” is wrong also in that it leads to individualism and indifference: To say that if everyone gets saved in their own way, we do not need to be concerned for others, is misleading. We are, indeed, not only responsible for ourselves but also for others. Therefore it is our duty as members of the Church to have “concern for one another” (1 Cor 12:25). Parents should have a strong desire to hand down the riches of the faith to their children. Priests and consecrated persons should feel urged to do their utmost so that Christ can be born in the hearts of men. And we all as members of the Church are called to pray for each other and the whole Church and to witness to the Gospel.

“To each one his particular gift”
In the Church there is a marvelous variety of gifts. In the First Letter to the Corinthians St. Paul mentions some of these gifts: for example the gift of “wisdom”, i.e. the ability to see life’s events in the light of the Crucified; then the gift of “knowledge”, i.e. the gift to recognize and love Christ in the depth of one’s heart; further more the gift of “faith” which helps us to hold on to the faith also in difficult situations, and finally the gifts of healing, of reading the signs of the time prophetically, of discerning spirits etc. “One and the same Spirit”, continues the Apostle, “produces all of these, distributing them individually to each person as he wishes” (1Cor 12:8-11).

Also to each one of us the Holy Spirit gives his particular gift: One can empathize very well with other people; another stands out by the gift of leading children and young people; another knows how to console the sick and suffering; another has a great talent for organization; etc. We should be grateful to God for this variety of gifts.

We have to accept such gifts readily, because they come from God’s Spirit, who distributes them as He wishes. Therefore it is important not to look jealously at the gifts of other people, but to respect them. In this sense, Mother Julia invites us: “Our life should be filled with reverence for God’s majesty and mercy, reverence for the gifts of the Holy Spirit, reverence for God’s plan with every human being and at the same time reverence for everyone’s freedom which is expressed in the way each person answers God’s will”.

”For the general good”
The gifts which God distributes to the members of Christ’s body are not given for personal profit. Every gift of the Spirit is given “for the general good” (1 Cor 12:17). If people use their gifts to put on airs, they have not understood the essential, and they are unjust to God, because with his gifts they do not honor Him but themselves.

In order to use our gifts well, we need to be humble and ready to serve. Humility makes us aware of who we are before God: his creatures, whom He has endowed with the abundance of his life and his gifts. Readiness to serve helps us to accept our gifts in gratitude, to develop them through faith, love and dedication and to use them for the good of others. In this sense, the way of complementarity is a way of virtue which has its demands, but bears rich fruit: it preserves us from prejudice, exaggeration and misjudgment. It allows us often to gain time and to find quicker solutions together. It is a way in which we can mature, our gifts can develop, our faith can grow and the Holy Spirit can give his light. Joined prayer and holy Mass contribute to our becoming a blessing for the living and the deceased, as well as helping us to be of service for each other.

Paul encourages us to act like this, imitating our Saviour: “If there is any encouragement in Christ, any solace in love, any participation in the Spirit, any compassion and mercy, complete my joy by being of the same mind, with the same love, united in heart, thinking one thing. Do nothing out of selfishness or out of vainglory; rather, humbly regard others as more important than yourselves, each looking out not for his own interests, but also everyone for those of others” (Phil 2:1-4).

“Do not compare, but discern”
Mother Julia said: “Whoever lives in God’s light, does not compare, but discerns”. With these words she points to a false attitude which is widespread, namely, comparing ourselves selfishly. People who thus compare their own gifts with those of others are tempted to become either proud, if they consider their own talents to be more important than those of others, or they tend to be envious, jealous or discouraged if the gifts of others seem to be better than theirs.

On the other hand the light of faith tells us that all gifts are from God and that we need to discern: the Holy Spirit gives to one this talent to another that talent, so that no one goes without anything, and no one has all the talents. Therefore it is so important that we com​plement each other and serve each other with the gifts we have received.

It is important that we use our talents in our families, parishes and communities with faith and dedication. Women and men, craftsmen and scholars, consecrated persons and priests, all of us must refrain from the attitude of comparing ourselves selfishly with others and envying them for their gifts, as is the case in radical feminism, clericalism, intellectualism, mere pragmatism and many other “-isms”. We are called to serve with our talents and to use them to build up the body of Christ and to spread the Good News in the world.

“Sharing sorrows and joys”
The union of the parts of Christ’s body is so strong that Paul can write: “If one part suffers, all the parts suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts share its joy” (1 Cor 12:26).

When people lose faith or cease practising it, when consecrated persons, priests or married couples get into serious difficulties, when people slide into evil ways, when persons are struck by a great sorrow or a serious illness, we should not remain indifferent. Since we love the Church and its members, such events must grieve us deeply and spur us on to do everything possible to help the persons concerned, either by confident and patient prayer, or by our own fidelity, by an act of faith or kindness, e.g. a letter to a person in need or a frank conversation with him.

The members of the Church should also be seen to share each other’s joy. It is strange that sharing in another’s joy seems to be even rarer than in sorrow. The reason might be jealousy which prevents many from sharing wholeheartedly in the joy of others. The greatest joy for St. Paul was when others opened their hearts for Christ. Therefore he wrote to the Philippians: “I give thanks to my God at every remembrance of you, praying always with joy in my every prayer for all of you, because of your partnership for the gospel from the first day until now” (Phil 1:3-5).

“A still more excellent way”
The gifts of the Spirit have great importance in the body of the Church. But they are not the most important thing. After having reminded the Corinthians to use their gifts in the right manner, St. Paul wrote: “I shall show you a still more excellent way” (1 Cor 12:31), the way of Christian love, without which every gift, even the most outstanding, is worthless and futile.

Paul describes love with incomparable words: “Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, it is not pompous, it is not inflated, it is not rude, it does not seek its own interests, it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over injury, it does not rejoice over wrongdoing but rejoices with the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things” (1 Cor 13:4-7).

Love makes complementarity easy. It dispels pride, jea​lousy and envy, the greatest enemies of complemen​tarity, and it fosters the attitudes of humility, respect and service. It prompts us not to use our talents and gifts for our own honor, but for the glory of God, for the building up of the Church and for the good of our neighbor.

From St. Paul, Mother Julia learned “that our life’s merits and their supernatural effects are not dependent on the level of our activity, but on the love which animates us and which is poured into our soul through the Holy Spirit. For it is love that makes it possible for us to see God in everybody and in everything. Love also is a help to us in making sure that the principle of complementarity is lived in its fullness, makes the beauty and inner strength of the Church shine and is of use to many people.

“Bear one another’s burdens”
“Together we are strong!” When we use our talents and gifts with a willing heart and serve each other in this way, we become a blessing for each other. Com​ple​mentarity makes us strong - also and especially when we experience our weaknesses and limitations. It is a principle which gives new life to the Church. It is a key to happiness. For we were created to live in community. Paul invites us to follow Christ on the way of com​plementarity: “Bear one another’s burdens, and so you will fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal 6:2).
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