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THE “GRACE OF OFFICE”
THE CALL OF LEADERSHIP AND 
TRANSCENDENCE
Karel S. San Juan, S.J.

In religious circles, the phrase “grace of office” is often invoked in 
the context of a superior or leader—or someone in authority—and 
how this person is endowed by a certain “grace” by virtue of his 

or her position. “Grace of office” may connote many things. It may 
mean, for one, a special kind of blessing given to the person who is 
given the mission to lead. It may refer to a special charism lodged in 
the position being occupied, or still, it may point to particular graces 
in the process of choosing the person who will lead, a process which 
entails communal discernment. This study explores these and other 
possible meanings and dynamics involved in this phrase. To assist in 
this process, the two terms, “office” and “grace,” will be reflected on. 
Insights and lessons from Christian anthropology and theology of grace 
are drawn in to facilitate this reflection. Theologians in the history of 
Catholic thought, like Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, 
and Karl Rahner, provide languages and frameworks on “grace” that 
will be useful in seeking clarity and understanding of this phenomenon 
of “grace of office.”

This study will begin by clarifying possible meanings of the two 
basic terms, “office” and “grace.” It will then proceed to reflecting 
on how these two words combine into the phrase “grace of office,” 
generating the following possible meanings: 1) the radical need for 
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109The “Grace Of Office”: The Call of Leadership and Transcendence

grace in the office, given tendencies for disgrace; 2) the grace that is 
inherent in the office; and 3) faith in the spirit of transcendence that 
is given to those who hold office. On the third point, this spirit of 
transcendence is manifested in four things: 1) a fundamental desire 
for God; 2) centeredness in the Spirit; 3) integrative of humanity and 
divinity, and 4) transformative of self. The diagram on the previous 
page summarizes these ideas that are developed in this study.

Office and Grace

The term “office,” in its most basic meaning, may be understood 
as a formal position of authority and leadership. It is “formal” in the 
sense that the people who “hold office” are normally those elected 
or appointed to the position through a process of choice or selection. 
The “position of authority and leadership” means a specific role in 
an organization tasked with the power to influence people primarily 
through decision-making. The “office-holder” then is essentially a 
leader who has responsibility over others in the organizational setting. 
In the context of religious organizations, those who hold “office” 
are called “superiors,” who in turn come from different levels in the 
organizational hierarchy. For a religious congregation, the Superior-
General is the highest superior, and the Provincial has the delegated 
authority of the Superior-General in the Provinces. Other “lower” 
positions of leadership and authority exist, like the Directors of works 
and institutions, Prefects of studies, Ministers of houses, and others. 
Hence, “grace of office” refers to the grace given to and received by 
these superiors and leaders in a religious organization.

The second term, “grace,” can be more difficult to define since 
it contains the richness—and the accompanying complexity—of 
Church teaching and tradition. Its depth of meaning has impelled 
teachers of the faith toward systematic and technical language, 
eliciting confusion and controversy that has characterized Church 
history. However, at one level, grace can be simply understood as 
blessing. One recognizes something as “grace” when one experiences 
something good, something beneficial, something life-giving. Hence 
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it may be felt in terms of an increase in love, faith, hope, goodwill, 
beauty, truth, forgiveness, comfort, consolation. As such, grace is the 
presence of God Himself, since God is and gives all these blessings. 
As Rahner writes:

Grace is God himself, the communication in which he gives himself 
to man as the divinizing favour which he is himself. Here his work is 
really himself, since it is he who is imparted. Such grace, from the start, 
cannot be thought of independently of the personal love of God and 
its answer in man. This grace is not thought of as a ‘thing.’1

Grace is therefore God Himself, and the personal relationship that He 
initiates with human beings. This relationship reveals the nature and 
dynamics of grace itself. First is the giftedness, or gratuity, of grace, or as 
Rahner calls it, “grace as offered.” Grace flows out of divine initiative, 
favor, privilege, providence, abundance, generosity, prosperity, and 
power. It need not be given, but it is, and this offer of grace makes 
the difference. Grace is the product of “divine condescension,” God 
the Creator reaching out to creation, communicating Himself freely 
and gratuitously in love.

The other side of the relationship is the human recipient to whom 
grace is offered. Grace received produces “graced effects” on the 
person, prompting a spirit of gratitude, joy, goodness, and fruitfulness 
in the person’s life and being.2 This person is however free to welcome 
or reject this grace. Grace however becomes a radical need during 
experiences of “boundary” or “limit” situations integral to human 
life. These can be intense situations of deep sinfulness or depravity, 
when the radical dependence on God’s redeeming and saving action 
is magnified. Also, grace is operative

1Karl Rahner, “Nature and Grace,” in Joaquin Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II: Grace 
4, Unpublished lecture notes (Quezon City: Loyola School of Theology, 2009), 3.

2Joaquin Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II: Grace 1, Unpublished lecture notes 
(Quezon City: Loyola School of Theology, 2009), 14.
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in the experience of infinite longings, of radical optimism, of 
unquenchable discontent, of the torment of the insufficiency of 
everything attainable, of the radical protest against death, the 
experience of being confronted with an absolute love precisely where 
it is lethally incomprehensible and seems to be silent and aloof, the 
experience of a radical guilt and of a still-abiding hope ….3

Beyond these basic descriptions of grace are several other ways of 
imagining and explaining it. These are the “theologies of grace” 
offered by teachers of our faith like Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. 
They stem from specific ways of comprehending the complex human 
condition; they bear specific perspectives in anthropology. These will 
be discussed and reflected on, especially as they apply to the “office.” 
How can these theologies enlighten our understanding of the “grace 
of office”?

The Radical Need for Grace in the Office

The “office” is a place where grace is badly needed. As earlier 
mentioned, the office-holder is a person who is given the task to lead 
others, particularly in a formal organizational context, and this role 
of leadership entails at least three things. First, it means relating with 
others, typically called the “members,” “followers,” “subordinates,” 
or “subjects” in the organization. Leading implies influence, direction, 
guidance, and providing vision and inspiration to them. Secondly, 
leadership also requires engaging the bigger context, environment, 
or system which the office is part of. In religious organizations, this 
could be the bigger Church hierarchical structures in dioceses and in 
the Vatican itself, or this could be the greater secular society where 
economics and politics play a critical role. Thirdly, aside from relating 
with others and with the bigger context, leaders need to deal with their 

3Roger Haight, The Experience and Language of Grace (New York: Paulist Press, 
1979), 128.
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own inner selves, the interiority of their persons, their own internal 
psycho-emotional dynamics.

These three layers of relating—with others, with the bigger 
context, with their inner selves—make the leadership task complex and 
vulnerable to human tendencies of sin and self-centeredness. Adrian 
Van Kaam (1968) identifies three areas where these tendencies are 
operative: power, pleasure, and possession.4 Van Kaam describes these three 
as instinctive human tendencies that the human species had to learn 
along the way as it adapts to and controls the environment, people, 
and things. These three constitute the innate striving of “man”: power 
to cope with and survive the harsh environment; pleasure to seek and 
achieve a sense of belonging and community; and possession in order 
to use and enjoy things in their material world.

These three also become the loci for humanity’s sinfulness and 
disgrace. History bears witness to how humanity has fallen due to 
power, pleasure, and possession, and leaders holding office have not 
been exempt from this “fallenness.” Power is integral to leadership; 
the office gives leaders the power to make decisions that have impact 
on others. As a delicate force, leaders need to manage power well and 
responsibly. Those who do not learn how to do so tend to succumb 
to insidious ways of abuse and misuse, leading to dysfunctional 
and destructive behaviors like corruption, perpetuation in power, 
monopoly of power leading to authoritarianism and dictatorship, self-
entitled behavior, sheer grandiosity and arrogance. Similarly, pleasure 
and possession invite self-centeredness as well. Holding office is a 
high-profile, public role, and it contains opportunities for unmitigated 
physical pleasure, unbridled acquisition of wealth, and other self-serving 
behavior. Left uncontrolled, the addiction to pleasure and possession 
has created leaders with destructive narcissistic personalities leading 
to sexual depravity, material aggrandizement, and self-indulgence. The 
combination of these three forces of unmanaged power, pleasure, and 

4Adrian Van Kaam, The Vowed Life: Dynamics of Personal and Spiritual Unfolding 
(Denville, NJ: Dimension Books, 1968).
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possession in the context of office or leadership has created dangerous, 
uncontrollable, dysfunctional leaders in history.

The office can thus be a place of possible disgrace through power, 
pleasure, and possession, and as such, is in need of grace. Office-
holders—the leaders—radically need grace to fight the pitfalls of power, 
pleasure, and possession that are inherent in the office, temptations 
which leaders confront and contend with perhaps on a daily basis, 
and which become inevitable occasions for sin and disgrace. This 
idea of inevitability of sin is reflected on by Augustine in his theology 
of grace. He says that humans are saddled with “a cruel necessity of 
sinning” (peccati habendi dura necessitas), the necessity deriving “not from 
any physical or metaphysical determinism but from the fact that while 
our free will is intact, our existential condition so weighs upon it that 
psychologically we inevitably gravitate toward evil.”5 Augustine’s 
concept of concupiscence describes the power and persistence of the 
inclination to turn away from God and “to engage in self-divinizing 
egoism of total self-satisfaction through the evanescent realities of 
the world.”6 For Augustine, in view of this inevitability toward evil, a 
medicinal grace (gratia sanans) is radically needed to heal the inherent 
woundedness of human beings. Augustine emphasizes this radical 
dependence on grace because “without God’s help we cannot by free 
will alone conquer life’s temptations.” In the context of the office, 
leaders desperately need this healing grace to survive the inevitable 
moral temptations, pitfalls, and dangers of leading.

The Office as a Locus of Grace

As seen in the section above, the office is a place of inevitable 
disgrace, and hence the radical need for grace. The next perspective 

5Stephen Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace: Perspectives in Theological Anthropolog y 
(Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1993), 94.

6Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 92.
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emphasizes perhaps the opposite: the office as a place of grace, and 
thus it bears the presence and power of God. This perspective can be 
understood in two aspects. First, the office, being part of the Church, 
is blessed in a special way by the Holy Spirit. Secondly, grace can be 
understood as universal and all-penetrating, and all of reality is suffused 
by the gift of grace.

The first point stems from Church tradition, where “offices in the 
Church” are seen as specially endowed by the gift of the Holy Spirit. 
These offices continue the work of Jesus, and Jesus, in His final discourse 
in the Gospel of John, equips His disciples with the special gift of the 
Holy Spirit, the Spirit which will be with them and the Church that 
they will build, forever. In Acts 1:8, the disciples receive the power of 
the Holy Spirit, and its work and presence in the Church continues and 
is guaranteed. This continuing indwelling of the Spirit in the Church 
is grace, and thus the “offices” that ensure its life and continuity are 
graced. Corollary to this is the privilege of being chosen and anointed, 
as in 1 Peter 2:9 (“You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s own people”), and 1 John 2:20 (“You have been anointed 
by the Holy One”). This act of choosing and anointing God’s people 
can also be understood as bestowing grace. Grace thus dwells among 
God’s people in a special way, and in the representatives and leaders of 
the people who hold “office.” Even in the contemporary era, leaders 
of the Church are given special, privileged attention in prayer, ritual, 
and worship. Constituents or members of the organization engage in 
“communal discernment,” which are intensive exercises to seek the will 
of God for their leaders through collective prayer and conversation. 
Leadership is a distinguished mission and ministry in the Church, as 
manifested in the importance of the sacrament of orders. The offices 
of leadership are thus inevitably graced.

The second point is how Augustine calls grace as a “comprehensive 
ambiance.” For Augustine, grace is inescapable, wholly prevenient, 
embracing the totality of his being and suffusing him with gratitude 
and joy: “every movement of his heart, every initiative of his will is 
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preceded by God who calls and sustains his holy restlessness.”7 This 
comprehensiveness of grace is echoed in Karl Rahner’s view of the 
universality of grace. For Rahner, grace in the world is all-embracing, 
all-penetrating, all-inclusive:

Because of the universal presence of grace, then, Christians cannot 
see the secular world as a hostile arena. Sin notwithstanding, there 
is no purely secular reality over against grace …. The confidence 
of the Christian does not stem from naivete in the face of evil, but 
from the consciousness of having been grasped by a reality that 
transforms everything.8

With these perspectives of grace from Augustine and Rahner, the office 
is not just a place of inevitable sinfulness and disgrace (as discussed 
in the previous section); it is at the same time a locus of divinity and 
goodness, a place of comprehensive grace where the possibilities of 
moral leadership abound. The world is witness to such through leaders 
at different levels—local, national, global—whose lives have shown a 
lot of goodness and grace. They lead with responsibility, competence, 
and character. Their lives mirror integrity and ethics. They are able to 
lead from a deep source within themselves, a spirituality that enables 
them to sacrifice and give their lives in generosity to others. They 
build communities of hope and strength in places where hardship and 
struggle are commonplace for people. These leaders carry the “grace 
of office” that theology claims as pervasive amid the tendencies for 
sin and disgrace.

Faith in the Leader’s Capacity for Transcendence

We have thus far reflected on two ways of understanding the phrase 
“grace of office”: firstly, the office as a place of disgrace and thus the 
radical need for grace, and secondly, the office as a place of grace and 

7Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 82.

8Duffy in Joaquin Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II: Grace 4, Unpublished lecture 
notes (Quezon City: Loyola School of Theology, 2009), 7.
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spirit, containing possibilities for goodness. There is a third way of 
interpreting the phrase, and it might be the belief in the leader’s capacity 
to transcend. By “transcend,” we mean to overcome or go beyond one’s 
self toward a new level of consciousness and ability. Concretely, “grace 
of office” may refer to one’s faith and confidence that the person in 
position can actually transcend his tendencies toward sin or disgrace, 
and thus avoid the pitfalls of power, pleasure, and possession. No 
matter how strong the temptations may be, grace will allow the leader 
to transcend his very self and realize the vast possibilities of goodness 
which are also inherent in the office.

How can such process of transcendence happen? What characterizes 
this grace? How is such grace operative? This grace can be described in 
four ways: 1) a fundamental, natural desire for and disposition toward 
God; 2) centeredness in the Spirit; 3) integrative of human and divine 
aspects; and 4) transformative of the self.

A Fundamental Desire for God

The beginning of transcendence is a natural disposition toward 
the supernatural, a fundamental desire for God. This dimension of 
disposition and desire precedes action; it is the a priori of things, the 
primary orientation which affects the direction and quality of thought 
and action. Theologians claim that this is present in everyone. It is 
the work of the internal movement of grace making possible “one’s 
coming to believe,” or initium fidei. Hence, a person holding office may 
be exposed to several distractions and temptations toward disgrace and 
sin, but deep within him, at the level of his interiority and intentionality, 
dwells a natural movement of grace.

This fundamental force is described by theologies of grace in 
different but consonant ways. Thomas Aquinas calls it desiderium natural, 
a fundamental urge and propensity toward being. By nature we are 
made for grace, hence by nature, we yearn for the supernatural. This 
may also be the underlying meaning and spirit of Augustine’s famous 
statement, et inquietum est cor nostrum donec requiescat in te: “You have made 
us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart knows no rest until it rests in 
you.” The Second Council of Orange in 529 AD describes grace as 
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the very beginning of desire and will, in order to believe and think as 
required and as compatible to God’s own will.

The scholastics and neo-scholastics call this desire and disposition 
as “obediential potency” ( potentia obedientialis), or the “conditional 
openness in human nature, humbly and passively waiting for grace.”9 
It is the potency for receptivity, a basic openness to God and His 
elevating action in our lives. Martin Luther’s “justification by faith 
alone” underlines this dimension of grace as basic receptivity in 
faith. Sinful humanity is justified by grace through faith, on account 
of Christ. Luther’s tenet of sola fide stresses the primacy of faith: God 
declares us just, “not on the basis of a divine gift of infused grace 
or of good works, but solely on the basis of the alien and extrinsic 
righteousness of Christ received by [the] sinner through faith.”10 Karl 
Rahner re-imagines potentia obedientialis as supernatural existential. The 
attraction to the supernatural is due not so much to human nature 
but to human existence. The supernatural permeates the entirety of 
human existence, creating a supernatural disposition to union with 
God: “Whatever one does, one remains interiorly ordered to absolute 
communion with God.”11

Applied to the context of the office, what these theologies essentially 
say is this: we are propelled toward the supernatural, the divine in our 
lives, and thus, we can trust that this grace is present and operative in 
the interiority of those who hold office as they confront occasions of 
both grace and disgrace in their exercise of leadership and power. The 
potential for good, moral leadership and governance exists because 
of this intrinsic human desire for God and transcendence. Leaders 
have a capacity to connect to God, a capax Dei, and hence a capacity 

9Duffy in Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II 4, 1.

10Joaquin Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II: Grace 3, Unpublished lecture notes 
(Quezon City: Loyola School of Theology, 2009), 24.

11Duffy in Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II 4, 5.
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to discern God’s will in their work of leading and governing others. 
Belief in this is one way of understanding “grace of office.”

Centeredness in the Spirit

The path of transcendence entails a process of decentering away 
from self and ego, and a centering toward Spirit and God. The instinctive 
forces of power, pleasure, and possession were earlier discussed as 
potentially destructive to the office-holder since they feed one’s ego 
and self-centeredness, pulling the leader toward grandiosity, narcissism, 
and self-indulgence. The same forces of power, pleasure, and possession 
can however be used in the opposite direction, toward goodness and 
grace. This entails a re-imagining of power, pleasure, and possession 
as centered not in the self or ego, but in God and the Spirit.

In the Old Testament, “grace” can be seen as having a variety 
of meanings12 and these can provide insights in re-imagining power, 
pleasure, and possession. Pleasure can be reconceived away from 
physical indulgence; it can be appropriated as charis, which is spiritual 
delight, joy, beauty, elegance, charm, attractiveness, affection, and 
care. Possession can be re-imagined away from “possessiveness” or 
“materialism”; it can be appreciated as beraka, which is gift, given to 
others, evoking gratitude and thanksgiving from the recipient. In 
place of the tendency toward acquisitiveness is the idea of fullness of 
riches, or holy prosperity, shared and given to individuals for the good 
of community, or charismata. Power can be reconsidered away from its 
abusive and dominating properties; it can be held as baruk, the idea of 
being blessed, inviting praise, glory, gratitude and thanksgiving. Power, 
pleasure, and possession can thus be reconceived as blessings, as sheer 
graces, and are therefore centered in God and the Spirit, rather than 
in self and ego.

These alternative ideas on power, pleasure, and possession are 
contained in Augustine’s theology of grace. One is drawn to God by 

12Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II 1, 1ff.
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delight (delectatio). Delight is akin to attraction to sweets and pleasure, 
and it has transforming power: it enables conversion into freedom, 
new life, new understanding, new spontaneity.13 In terms of power, 
God’s love is the counterweight to sin. “Concupiscence draws downward 
and scatters; love reverses the pull and leads us inward and upwards” 
to our appropriate place.14 As Augustine says:

Things out of their place are restless; put them in their proper place or 
order and they are quieted. My weight is my love …. By thy gifts we are 
set afire and carried upward; we burn within and move forward.15

Augustine’s theology is one of “ordered loving” (ordinate caritate), a right 
way of loving that is ordered by the love of God “above all and in all.” 
As Duffy comments, “the whole point of life is to turn the total self, 
mind and body, to what is better by means of an ordered love.”16 He 
adds that this order develops both vertically and horizontally, in time. 
By this it can be understood that this order is created by and through a 
relationship, the personal relationship of one with God, a relationship 
nurtured throughout one’s lifetime. Grace can thus be understood as 
this primary relationship with God in our life.

The “grace of office” can thus be understood as the capacity of 
leaders to be ordered according to this primordial love of God. This 
love serves as the gravitational force, the “weight” that pulls us toward 
the center, a center that is the Spirit, and away from the center of ego 
and self-indulgence. The forces inherent in the office—power, pleasure, 
possession—are thus ordered and transformed into spiritual blessing, 
delight, and generosity. Leaders carrying these gifts of blessing, delight, 
and generosity are thus graced.

13Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 102.

14Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 102.

15Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 103.

16Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 94.
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Integrative of the Human and Divine

The presence and movement of grace in the office is further 
described as one of integration. What are integrated are the two 
dimensions, the human and the divine, or the dynamics of the person 
and the dynamics of God. The term “integration” means that one 
dimension does not negate, counteract, or remove the other. God’s 
grace does not take over the scene and cancel out human dimensions, 
nor does human will assert its dominance over divine providence. 
Rather, both are needed and assimilated into the process. Humanity 
and divinity interact and merge. Transcendence happens through both 
human and Spirit, and never without the other.

This dynamic of integration is seen strongly in the theological 
discourse on grace and freedom. How does God’s presence and 
action—grace—interact with the human nature, particularly the 
human condition of freedom? First of all, grace grounds itself in our 
human nature and condition. Thomas Aquinas describes the action 
of grace as elevating (gratia elevans) human nature toward a transcendent 
end. This elevating grace, along with healing grace (gratia sanans), show 
that grace does not destroy nature but rather perfects it. Such process 
of grace perfecting nature, however, does not cancel out human 
freedom. Grace and freedom are complementary; they do not oppose 
each other, as Rondet says: “Grace frees man and creates in him an 
ever greater freedom …. The more grace there is, the more there is 
of freedom.”17 Journet explains the divine action of grace in relation 
to human action as “envelopment”: divine action gives rise to human 
action.18 Stevens characterizes this relationship as subordinative: man’s 
action is subordinate to the divine transcendent action. It is thus “not 
only God and man, grace and freedom, but God through man, grace 
through freedom.”19 As Duffy, in interpreting Augustine, writes:

17Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II 3, 35.

18Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II 3, 34.

19Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II 3, 35.
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Grace and true freedom are not at war; the former is the condition of 
possibility for the latter. The irresistible will of God operates in and 
through human wills, not substituting for them, but drawing them 
from within so that they become instruments of the divine will.20

Augustine differentiates between free will (liberium arbitrium) and 
freedom (libertas): “Freedom is not indifference before alternatives; it 
is free will put to proper use, fulfilling the innate desire of a restless 
heart to rest in God. Only that person is truly free who is in love with 
God and all else for the love of God and hence by conversion is freed 
from the shackles of sin.”21 Freedom is thus not passive, but active. It 
actively seeks and loves God. Freedom thus needs to cooperate with 
grace. This is implied in a central teaching from the Council of Trent, 
opposing what seems to be the Lutheran view of passivity under grace, 
that we are justified sola fide. Human cooperation with grace is needed, 
and this involves disposing the self not just in faith, but also in living 
in hope, and ordering ourselves in God’s love. Loving and following 
God and our discernment of His will facilitate our openness and 
receptivity to God’s action, which is essentially grace.

These theological understandings of grace and freedom shed 
light on the process of self-transcendence of office-holders or leaders. 
The term “self-transcendence” itself signifies the interaction of the 
self or the human with the force of transcendence or the divine. The 
process, therefore, does not deny the human in inviting the divine; 
rather, the process engages everything in the human as it welcomes 
the divine. Concretely, the very human, instinctive propensities for 
power, pleasure, and possession could be the same areas, as earlier 
discussed, where the Spirit can dwell, and thus, where transcendence 
can happen. What happens is the integration of psychology and spirit: 
the psychological dynamics of leaders with the divine intervention of 
grace. Psychological dynamics particularly of power, pleasure, and 

20Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 99, italics mine.

21Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 99.
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possession become the foundation and possibility for grace and its 
gifts of transformation.

How does this process of psycho-spiritual integration happen? 
First is the starting point of self-awareness and self-mastery. Leaders 
need to know more deeply and accept more courageously who they 
are, both the strengths of their character as well as the weaknesses and 
limitations which they can often deny. Next is an insight on patterns 
of inconsistencies, conflicts, and contradictions which make them 
desire for something more in their lives, something that opens them 
up to transcendent forces, and ultimately something that disposes 
them to grace. This “something more” may be in the direction of 
desiring to become better persons and better leaders. This can lead 
them to choice or decision, like opting for change and transformation 
in thought and behavior. In the process there is a realization of one’s 
radical need for and dependence on grace, the action of God and His 
Spirit, which will provide strength and faith in this process of change 
and renewal. We see in this process that God enters not a vacuum, 
but a real human condition, with tendencies for sin and disgrace, 
yet open and receptive to grace and redemption. The psychological 
human dynamics therefore become the entry points for the divine 
work of grace, the “grace of office” made available to leaders, and 
this work of grace is transformative of the human, to be discussed in 
the following section.

Transformative of Self

In asserting Catholic particularity against Reformist teachings, 
the Council of Trent stressed the necessary renewal or transformation 
of the person as part of justification. The Council declares that 
justification is

not the remission of sins alone but the sanctification and renewal of 
the interior man through the voluntary reception of grace and of the 
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gifts, whereby from unjust man becomes just, and from enemy a friend, 
that he may be ‘an heir in hope of eternal life.’22

Thus, justification through grace does not only cause remission of sins, 
but more positively and constructively, it facilitates the transformation 
of the human. Grace is thus received actively, not passively: the 
person can hope to emerge from the process with self renewed and 
his being renovated.

This renewal and transformation process, in the language of 
theologians, can be understood as divinizing grace. The nature and 
direction of change is toward becoming more and more like God. This 
so-called doctrine of deification (theosis) finds its basis in 2 Peter 1:4: “… 
he has granted to us his precious and very great promises, that through 
these you may escape from the corruption that is in the world because 
of passion, and become partakers of the divine nature.” God sent His 
only Son so we might receive adoption as sons (Galatians 4:4–7) and 
as children of God (1 John 3:1–2). Jesus empties Himself and becomes 
poor for our richness (2 Corinthians 8:9, Philippians 2:5–11).23

Central to the teachings of many masters of the faith is this theme 
of divinizing grace which allows persons to become “partakers of 
divine nature.” Augustine writes, “The Word became what we are that 
we might become what we are not. To make humans gods, God became 
human.” Duffy summarizes Augustine’s view of grace as deification 
through the phrase “grace is the mystery of the exchange of natures,” 
and this exchange “accomplishes a real change in the human being: 
rebirth, justification, adoption, divinization, participation in divine 
life.”24 This theme of “interchange of places” (admirabile commercium) 
or “exchange of natures” is echoed in Thomas Aquinas, and even 

22Jacques Dupuis, ed., The Christian Faith in the Doctrinal Documents of the Catholic Church 
7th ed., rev. (Bangalore, India: Theological Publications in India, 2001), 810.

23Joaquin Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II: Grace 2, Unpublished lecture notes 
(Quezon City: Loyola School of Theology, 2009), 5–7.

24Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 79.
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more recently, by Pope Benedict XVI: “This exchange consists of 
God taking our human existence on himself in order to bestow his 
divine existence on us, of his choosing our nothingness in order to 
give his plenitude.”25 This does not imply pantheism, nor does it claim 
humanity’s co-equality with God, as in the New Age tenet of “man 
is God.” On the contrary, this exchange is grounded on the essential 
“asymmetrical relationship” between God and person, whose nature 
and substance remain distinct and on different planes. The exchange 
happens only through the person’s reception of grace from God (“We 
become gods, not by nature, but by grace”), becoming sons by adoption 
and gods by participation.26

How does this renewing grace happen? From Duffy’s commentary 
on Thomas Aquinas’ teaching on grace, one can detect at least two 
important dimensions: right relationships and virtuous habit. Grace 
corrects one’s relation with God (sanatio mentis) and eventually the 
relation of one’s inner world with his outer world (sanatio carnis). Grace 
engenders thus a transformation that is multi-dimensional: inner and 
outer, personal and social. As Duffy observes, “the garment of grace is 
not only patchless but seamless.” Furthermore, Thomas characterizes 
the process of healing one’s relation with God—sanatio mentis—as 
instantaneous, and one’s personal integration—sanatio carnis—as 
developmental. Hence, healing and transforming grace can happen in 
different ways, immediately or gradually, through the stages of one’s 
life. Whichever the case, grace cultivates right relationships: with 
God, with others, with one’s own self. In the process, virtuous habits 
are formed, which, for Thomas, are required for three reasons: for 
uniformity and consistency of action, for ease and spontaneity (with 
minimum of deliberation), and for pleasure and enjoyment.27 While 
the passions pull a person toward new possibilities, habits determine 

25Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II 2, 4.

26Yap, Theological Anthropolog y II 2, 11ff.

27Duffy, The Dynamics of Grace, 198.
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and specify who the person will be. Virtuous habits create the virtuoso 
in the person: grace fuses with the person, and like the ballerina in 
her expertise in dance, the movement becomes “graceful.”

Becoming “graceful” is perhaps the objective of the self-
transcendent leader as he embraces the grace inherent in his office. This 
leader, ultimately, is called to, and propelled toward, transformation. 
The pattern of transformation is, as described above, multi-
dimensional: the correction of relationships into “right relationships” 
founded on one’s primary relationship with God, and the formation 
of virtuous habits. Leadership is essentially a relational act; it thus 
entails a cultivation of a relationship with God, and the integration of 
one’s intrapersonal (within one’s self) and interpersonal (with others) 
relationships. It makes leadership altogether a spiritual, personal, 
social undertaking. Furthermore, the Christian leader is called to a 
pattern of transformation that is Christic: emptying of self (kenosis) and 
humble obedience to God and His will for one’s life. Thus, the leader’s 
self, emptied yet filled and transformed by grace, acts in a specially 
graced and “graceful” manner according to God’s will. Disposing and 
surrendering to this will, in confidence and humility, is the Christian 
path to transformation and transcendence.

Summary and Conclusion

To summarize, this study tried to make sense of the phrase “grace 
of office” from the perspective of Christian anthropology and theology 
of grace. The “office” was reflected on as a place of both grace and 
disgrace, sin and goodness. It invites instinctive human tendencies 
of power, pleasure, and possession which become the loci for both 
self-indulgence and self-transcendence. The “grace of office” refers to 
both the radical need for grace and the belief that grace abounds in the 
office. It also refers to faith in the capacity of the office-holder—the 
leader—to transcend or to overcome one’s self toward the directives of 
God and the Spirit. Power, pleasure, and possession can be re-imagined 
as spiritual blessings, delight, and giftedness to be shared to others.
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The self-transcendence of leaders is characterized and facilitated 
by four main things. One is fundamental desire of persons for God, 
or the natural yearning for the supernatural. Second is centeredness in 
the Spirit, and not on the self or ego. Third is the integration of human 
and divine dimensions, or the complementarity of human freedom and 
divine intervention, and the necessity of psycho-spiritual integration. 
Fourth is the transformation of the self through divinization, or the 
process of persons partaking of the divine nature. Leaders are called 
to a pattern of Christian life, transformation, and transcendence. 
As such, leaders follow the leadership example of Jesus and how he 
emptied and transcended His very self for others. This becomes the 
basis for moral, ethical, and spiritual leadership badly needed in the 
world today. Through the “grace of office,” we believe that this is 
possible and attainable.
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