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The Priest:  Catalyst of Christian Community


“The proper function of the priest as pastor, says Vatican II, is to form an authentic Christian community.” (PO 6)  This is the obvious corollary of the truth, that the priest is a sacrament of Christ, precisely as Head, building up His Body the Church.

“No Christian community can be built up, however, unless it has its root and center in the celebration of the Most Holy Eucharist, in which all formation in the spirit of community must begin.  If this celebration is to be sincere and complete, it must lead to various works of charity and mutual help, as well as to missionary action and to different forms of Christian witness.” (PO 6)


In other words, the real test of the success of the Eucharistic liturgy is not the quality of the singing, nor the pitch of emotion aroused.  It is not the originality of the symbolism used, nor even the spontaneity of the prayers, though all of this has its value.  The real test is the daily lives of the people as they go forth from the liturgy, their self-sacrificing love and mutual service in building up the Christian community of justice and love in every day life, their missionary action and Christian witness in every area of economic, political, social, and cultural life.


As builder of community, then, the priest must effectively inspire and direct a lived daily community in charity, mission and witness.  As catalyst of community, he continues his own mission and unifying action through the community he inspires.  He should never underestimate the immense influence for good of a group in which charity is present.  In its very earliest days the Church was apostolic through the radiance of little groups of love.  The Church was established by the radiance from person to person, from small group to small group.  Thus the whole community is missionary:

“The ecclesial community by charity, prayer, example, and the works of penance exercises a true motherhood, leading souls to Christ.  For the community is an effective instrument for showing and preparing the way to Christ and to the Church for those who do not yet believe, and for inspiring and nourishing the faithful, and strengthening them for the spiritual combat.” (PO 6)


This power of Christian community for carrying on the work of Christ has not always been fully mobilized by priests and bishops.  The clergy have tried to do all the work of Christ by themselves, and so, of course, have keenly felt the shortage in their numbers.  Perhaps the shortage of priests is not as great as we think it is.  The failure, in the face of the enormous task to be done, may very well be the failure of priests to inspire the community with the faith and love which would express itself in service, mission and witness, as the overflowing and completion of the Eucharistic sacrifice.


The real builder of the Christian community is Jesus Christ Himself, whose action of building up His body is present in the action of the priest, sign and minister of Christ the Head.  Through the action of the priest in the Eucharistic sacrifice, Christ is really present, giving us His own body and blood that we might become one body in Him.


There is only one body of Christ, which has three manners of existing:  first, His personal body, born of Mary, consecrated on the Cross, risen in glory, and filled with the life-giving Spirit; secondly, His Eucharistic body, that same body consecrated in the Eucharistic sacrifice and given to us to fill us with that Holy Spirit; thirdly, His ecclesial body, the Church, the fullness of His personal and Eucharistic body.  In that one sacred body of Jesus, personal, Eucharistic and ecclesial, we have communion with God:


“The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a communion in the blood of Christ?  The bread we break, is it not a communion in the body of Christ?  Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread. (1 Cor 10:16, 17)

The Eucharistic sacrifice, as source and builder of community, is a real presence of Christ the Head in the action of giving His Body and Blood precisely as source of unity.


“In the Most Holy Eucharist, the whole spiritual good of the Church is contained, namely, Christ our Pasch, our living Bread, giving life to men through His flesh which is vivified and life-giving through the Holy Spirit.” (PO 5)


As builder of community, the priest must not only consecrate the Body and Blood of Christ, in whom alone we can have Christian community.  He must, first of all, arouse faith in Christ and love for Him.  Through the ministry of the Word he elicits this faith, calling for love’s commitment to the Bread of Life.  “This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent.” (Jn 6:29)  In the terminology of St. John’s Gospel, to believe in Christ is to come to Him and commit self totally to Him; and in the strength of that Bread of Life, to love one another.


Therefore, according to St. John, there is only one commandment, which has three dimensions:  “This is His commandment:  that we should believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ and love one another.” (1 Jn 3:23)  Faith, the vertical dimension, unites us to Christ to receive His life and light and love.  Love then works outward in every direction, in length and breadth, building up the Body of Christ in love.  The Church, says the Book of Revelation, is the same in length and width and height. (Rev 21:16) 


Therefore the priest not only stirs up faith in Christ by the ministry of the Word and draws men to the Bread of Life, but he inspires and educates the believing people to express it in their Christian community, living the life and love which they derive from the Eucharistic Body.  He explains the Gospel very simply, in the language of the people.  He does not confuse them with esoteric ideas about Bultmann and literary analysis and the like.  He presents solid Catholic doctrine in all its vigor.  He affirms the Gospel truths and shows men how to live them in love.  His word is direct, coming forth alive from his own mind and heart, and taking immediate root in the minds and hearts of others. 


He never underestimates the impact of small groups of genuine Christian charity.  Whenever he succeeds in uniting as few as two persons in true Christian love, he has helped knit the total web of Christian community.  St. Paul describes the Christian people as “knit together in love.” (Col 2:2)  When a web of cloth is knit together, each link is intimately linked with those immediately around it, and each of these in turn is loosely linked with others, so that the whole fabric holds together as one.


So, too, in Christian love, each person is united in an especially intimate way with a few close friends in Christ.  But each of these friends, in turn, has other close friends.  And thus the whole Christian community is built up in Christ as a fabric knit together.  Whenever a priest fosters Christian love and friendship, he is building Christian community.


Nevertheless, he is responsible for the whole web in his area of influence, not just for individual links here and there.  He himself has to be a key link in love, linked closely with other key links, such as his brother priests.  He has to be a man of effective love, loving greatly all those whom God has given him to love.


First, he must love his brother priests with whom he is united in what Vatican II calls a “sacramental brotherhood.” (PO 8) Some of these he will love more intimately than others, of course.  He will be closer to some than to others.  Thus, in St. Paul’s time, the various Christian communities were linked together by intimate personal as well as sacramental bonds between the various ministers of Christ.  Paul had never seen the Colossians in person, (Col 2:1) yet he was closely linked with them through Epaphras, “our beloved fellow servant, who represents us as a faithful minister of Christ…. He is who told us of your love in the Spirit.” (Col 1:7-8)

Paul is united with the community of Philippi in a similar way through his intimate personal bonds with Epaphroditus, whom the Philippians have sent to Paul, to minister to his needs on behalf of the community.


And thus the great web of love between the churches and between the individuals in the churches is knit together.


Each priest must love also and, more especially, the immediate pastoral team in which God has placed him:  the priests, deacons, sisters and other fellow workers of his Christian community.  If such a team has not learned to love one another, they should learn to do so by praying together intimately, sharing their prayer as well as their work.


And above all, the priest must love all those whom God has given him to love by placing them under his charge, or whose need of him he discovers in some other way.



In the web of love into which he is knit, the priest also has other intimate friends whom he loves in Christ, who may belong to none of those other categories, but yet who, by their love and support, strengthen him in these other bonds.


In all these cases, in what does his love consist?



Christian love is, first of all and always, a reverential esteem for the person of the other, a deep respect for him as one beloved by God, a sincere concern for him and the ability to listen to him and to understand his needs.  Christian love is characterized by a ready affection, which inevitably springs from genuine concern and understanding.  Though deep friendship is possible only with a very few, Christian love is ever open and sympathetic towards all, and is ever at the self-sacrificing service of all.  Love is always ready with whatever the situation calls for.  It serves in accordance with the needs of the other and in accordance with one’s own ability to give.  (2 Cor 6:3-10)


Perhaps, because he was a weaver of tent cloth, St. Paul loved that metaphor of knitting together in love.  He applies it even to the mystical body of Christ.  “Let us profess the truth in love and grow to the full maturity of Christ the Head.  Through Him the whole body grows, and with the proper functioning of the members knit firmly together by each supporting ligament, builds itself up in love.” (Eph 4:15-16)


This body of Christ, this community of love, is the spiritual sacrifice acceptable to God, which is consummated in the Eucharistic sacrifice through the ministry of the priest.  Towards this consummation everything in the priestly ministry tends, in this consummation the priestly ministry itself is consummated.


The Eucharistic celebration is the fullest expression of the Christian community, and in that sense it is a consummation.  However, it is important to remember that the Eucharist is not only the celebration of community already established.  It is also, and especially, the source of community still being built, the community of daily reconciliation.  We do not come together for the Eucharistic celebration because we are already perfected as a community by our own efforts, but to receive the gift of Christ’s love, that we might go out and fulfill His mandate to love one another, and thus bring the celebration to its completion in Christian community living.


Some make the mistake of thinking that we already have to have perfect community in order to celebrate the Eucharist.  And, therefore, they gather a small elite of their own, choosing people with whom they are already compatible and only then, do they celebrate the Eucharist as community, accomplished, as it were, by themselves.


In reality, the Christian community is something daily being built up by the power of the Eucharist.  Community does not have to be perfect to have a Eucharistic celebration.  Precisely, because our community is still imperfect, we gather together as the community of faith in the sacrifice of Christ, to imbibe from His sacrifice the power to love one another.  We proclaim the death of the Lord as the source of our reconciliation and active love.  Ours is a community of daily mutual forgiveness and reconciliation, and will not have its final perfection in complete unity until He comes again. 


Thus, the assembling of the People of God is still in process by the power of the death of the Lord proclaimed in the Eucharistic assembly.  All are called to this assembly, saint and sinner alike, not just an elite of close friends who have chosen one another.  We must love all those whom Christ has given us to love, by calling them with us to this same fraternal banquet.



If the priest’s task as builder of community is to inspire love and service in all the people of God, how much more should his own life be a service of love, a completing of his Eucharistic ministry in his service of God’s people, educating them to love, above all, by his own example.  The words of the bishop at ordination, “Understand what you do,” are true not just of the priest’s offering of the Eucharist, but they exhort him to understand that his whole life and ministry is the continuation of Christ’s own sacrificial life in the service of salvation.


Thus, in the very exercise of his pastoral ministry, he himself is sanctified as an offering to God, one with his people, one with Christ.  As educator in the faith, he inspires his people to offer their lives as spiritual worship to God.  His personal spiritual worship is the totality of his own life, which is practically identical with his ministry as builder of the Christian community.  “I worship God in the Spirit by preaching the Gospel of His Son,” said St. Paul (Ro 1:9)  The priest worships God in the spirit in the entirety of his ministry.  He achieves his own holiness in carrying out this ministry of pastoral love and community building, for holiness is communion with God in communion with fellowmen, in love and righteousness.


Since in this ministry the priest is the sacrament or sign and instrument of Christ the Head, as living instrument he needs to be united to Christ in a lively personal faith and love.  United to Jesus in receiving His Body and Blood, he becomes one body, one spirit with the Lord.  Directly from the heart of Christ he receives his pastoral charity as community builder.


He has to be ever fully alive to Christ in living faith and love.  For there is no Christian community except where Christ is really present as its living source.  Christ, however, is present in the community to the extent that its members are alive to him in faith and love.  The leader of the community, the priest, symbol of Christ the Head, is the one chiefly responsible for evoking this faith and love.  Therefore, on coming into the Christian assembly for the celebration of the liturgy, the priest should himself be already fully alive to Christ in living faith, so that he can catch up the whole community into his own faith.


His homilies should be, first of all, a proclamation of the faith.  They should not be a mere humanistic, ethical, civic sort of appeal, of the kind one hears at a Rotary Club dinner or at a Boy Scout rally.  They should always be an appeal flowing directly from the Word of God, directly from the heart of Christ, who is alive in the heart of the preacher.


Likewise, as minister of the sacraments, and especially of the Eucharistic liturgy, the priest is “a religious man who brings about a mystery, and is the first to come under its influence.” 
 As a man alive with faith, a man glowing with the divine mystery, he expresses and communicates the divine presence by the light in his eyes, by the deep conviction sounding in his voice, by his sacred sacramental gestures, by the glow of love and conviction springing from his heart, alive with the presence of God.  A sacrament is not a thing.  It is a personal gesture performed by one who bears the person of Christ and lives in the heart of Christ, and is alive to God in Christ.


In all the sacraments he administers, he unites himself with the charity and intention of Christ; and especially in his prompt readiness as minister of penance, Christ’s reconciling love.  If the priest thus makes Christ’s love his own, exercising Christ’s gentle firmness and patience, he will grow in holiness as he exercises this ministry of the sacraments.



The authenticity of the priest’s holiness is measured by the reality of his unity with the Eucharistic body and with the ecclesial body of Christ.  He lives not only in unity with both Christ and the people, but in his pastoral love, he himself is a unifying bond between them.  His success in this unifying work is the measure of his personal holiness.  For, says Vatican II, “in carrying out the role of the Good Shepherd, priests will find in the very exercise of pastoral love the bond of priestly perfection, which will unify their lives and their activities,” and will make the priests themselves a bond unifying the life of the Christian community, the Mystical Body.”  “This pastoral love,” the Council adds, “flows mainly from the Eucharistic Sacrifice, which is, therefore, the center and the root of the whole priestly life, so that what is carried out on the altar of sacrifice, the priestly spirit strives to interiorize.  But this is not possible unless priests penetrate ever more deeply into the mystery of Christ in prayer.” (PO 14)

� Yves Congar, A Gospel Priesthood, page 204
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