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And above all…have caritas, charity, which is the bond of perfection. Paul is instructing the 

Colossians, a community he hasn’t actually met yet, in what it looks like to have put on Christ.  

In the preceding verses to our second reading, Paul talks about the importance of renouncing our 

vices: our immorality, our impurity, our greed, our anger, slander, malice, obscene language, our 

lying. These are parts of our old self, parts of us that were shed at baptism that we voluntarily 

pick up again as a form of protection because we feel exposed.  But we should not be putting on 

our old self, rather, we are to put on the new self, we are to put on Christ, to put on virtues: 

compassion, benevolence, humility, gentleness, patience, and forgiveness.  These are all aspects 

of Christ that should be more intimate to us than our own skin. Each of these virtues are like 

parts of our body. Compassion is the heart, gentleness the hands, humility the knees, etc. Yet to 

possess all these parts of the whole doesn’t make us whole, no more than assembling body parts 

together makes a human.  

It is for this reason that Paul says the line, Above all…have charity. When we hear “above all”, 

we think “first and foremost”, “Most important”, or even “at the risk of losing all else, have 

this.”  Like a boss, everything underneath it is expendable at the top dog’s prerogative.  And you 

CAN think of it that way, but as Paul elaborates, he intends something more nuanced.  He adds 

that charity is supposed to be the bond of perfection. And if we are thinking of perfection as “the 

top, as good as it gets”, then Paul hasn’t nuanced it at all. But a little Latin shows that perfect 

comes from the Latin per meaning completely// and from the Latin facere meaning to make // so 

something that is perfect, is something made complete. So if charity is to be the bond of 

perfection, and charity is supposed to be over all these other virtues, this means that Paul doesn’t 

see charity as “the virtue to possess at the sacrifice of all other virtue”, but rather we are to see 

charity as the virtue that binds and unites all the other virtues into one, coherent body. It is the 

integrating principle of the Christian life, which makes sense, because as the apostle John writes, 

Deus est caritas… God IS charity. So if we are trying to put on Christ, to put on God, we must 

have charity.  All other virtues are subordinate to charity.  Not that the other virtues don’t matter, 

not that the other virtues cannot inform how we live out our charity, not that charity is some sort 

of overriding virtue that can ignore the other virtues.  Charity is only charity if it incorporates, 

brings into the corpus, the body, all the other virtues. The other virtues are subordinate to charity 

in that without charity, it is incomplete, imperfect, just as charity isn’t truly charity without the 

other virtues. 

We see this subordination in the Church’s relationship to her Bridegroom, Jesus Christ.  The 

Church is subordinate to Jesus. The Church has a lot going for her.  Currently, she’s an 

international organization that incorporates over 1/3 of the world’s population, comprised of 

people of every race, gender, and age. She’s the largest non-governmental provider of education 

and medical services, particularly in underserved communities. She is the most charitable 

organization in the world.  For millennia, she has preserved art and architecture; she has 

promoted philosophy and science; she has ensured just and fair legal systems prevail. But she is 

only able to do ALL OF these things because she is subordinate to Christ.  She is oriented toward 

Him with Her whole being. Her subordination to Christ allows her to do all that she does, 

because she can look toward Christ and trust that He will provide for what she needs. And 

likewise, Christ reciprocates, giving all that He has for the Church. The Church and Christ 
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become so oriented toward each other, that to an outsider, they can seem synonymous. How 

many people have you met who have turned from God because of the actions of certain members 

of His Church, not even the Church as a whole, just a portion of her?  Because it is precisely 

when members of the Church aren’t oriented toward Christ, but choosing themselves, that people 

become disenchanted or disinterested in the Church, in God.  

This deeply intimate relationship between Christ and His Church is not some cosmic 

coincidence, but rather the divine plan. Christ refers to Himself as the Bridegroom and the 

Church as the Bride.  These heavenly nuptials are the perfection, the completion, the goal, of 

what our earthly marriages are. When Christ spoke of marriage, he cited Genesis saying …a man 

shall be united to his wife and the two become one flesh. I experience this most acutely in the 

confessional, when the line between asking ME to forgive them and asking God to forgive them 

is razor thin. And this close correlation is also a sign of a good marriage, that from the outside, 

people don’t see you separate from your spouse. They physically see you alone, but in their 

mind, they are talking with both you and your spouse. In this way, your sacramental marriage 

makes visible for us the invisible union of Christ and His Church.  

It is with this understanding that we approach Paul’s seemingly regressive statement. Wives, be 

subordinate to your husband…husbands, love your wives. This is marriage. The husband lives 

and gives his life for his wife, the wife orients her life to her husband. Not choosing themselves, 

but always the other. By imaging the relationship of Christ and His Church, who are one, the 

married couple put on Christ, setting aside their old selves and putting on the new self.  This, of 

course, is the ideal, the completion, the perfection of marriage. Yet who among us has achieved 

such perfection.  Maybe the only couple to fully live out marriage is the Holy Family. 

I say all this not to shame nor discourage nor belittle anyone in their marriage or state of life, I 

say these things because it is important to know the goal.  Some, seeing the disparity between the 

ideal and their reality, would ignore the ideal, choosing to become comfortable with the reality, 

but Christ calls us not to mediocrity but greatness.  And He gets it. We don’t reach the high bar 

all the time, if ever. That’s why we have the sacrament of reconciliation, why God’s mercy and 

forgiveness is boundless. But falling short of the goal should never mean we get discouraged.  

Imagine an aspiring pole vaulter hearing that the world record for pole vaulting was 5 feet higher 

than her current best.  Should she become discouraged, stop training, and just be happy with 

what she has? Of course not. Then why, when it comes to the most important thing in our life, do 

we become discouraged and upset that the goal seems so distant.  

So right now, your looking at me going, Father, but you don’t get it, marriage is hard. Raising a 

family is tough. You are right.  I’ve never experienced marriage myself, and from all that I’ve 

heard, it is tough. And as your spiritual father, I should not provoke you to anger, lest you 

become discouraged. So, let me encourage you. As a representative of Christ, I promise to give 

my whole life to you, all that I have is yours, that you, the Church, may flourish in your time; 

that you, the Church, may find eternal life and perfect joy; that you, the Church, will never be 

without Jesus Christ. For it is through our vocations, you in your marriages, and me through my 

priesthood, that we are made holy, that we are made complete, perfected. So, no matter your 

state in life, let us put on Christ and let charity unite us as a bond of perfection.  


