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#2 Talk To Seminarians
undated
The Priest:  Man of God, Man of Faith


A theme [in John’s gospel chapter 17] is that the priest is, first of all, a man of God, a man of faith, one who is in the world, but not of the world.
“I am praying for them; I am not praying for the world but for those whom thou hast given me, for they are thine; all mine are thine, and thine are mine, and I am glorified in them.  And now I am no more in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to thee.  Holy Father, keep them in thy name, which thou hast given me, that they may be one, even as we are one.” (Jn 17: 9, 11, 14-16, 18)  

What does it mean to be not of the world and yet sent into the world?   To what extent must the priest be like his fellowmen, and not separated from them?  Christ became like us in all things except sin; and yet He insisted that He is not of this world.


To be in the world is not enough.  To be like our fellowmen is not enough.  Our great challenge consists in being in the world and like our fellowmen, and yet, at the same time, being different.  We can be relevant, precisely as priests, only by being somehow different.  [What do we mean by] somehow different?  [We must be] different with a world of difference.  We must be in the world and yet not of the world.


What does the priest do in the world?  Does he simply do what everyone else does?  Is this what it means to be like our fellowmen, as Christ was like us in all things except sin?


The priest does not do only what everyone else does.  The priest is not merely an agent working for civilization.  To civilize, to make the world more humane, to work for social justice, is not the specific Christian function, and so, it is not the specific priestly function.


To civilize, to work for social justice, to make the world more human, this is the task of all mankind.   The Christian, and therefore, the priest, cooperate in this task precisely because they are members of mankind.


Christians have an even greater reason than their fellowmen to cooperate with all mankind in bettering the world, to make of the earth a fitting dwelling place for the children of God.  But even as they cooperate in making a more human world, they are doing something greater.  “Greater works than these shall you do, if you believe in me.” (Jn 14:12)

What, then, is the specific Christian task in the world?  What are these “greater things?” n What is Christ’s task in the world, and therefore, what is the special task of His priestly minister? 


Jesus came to bear witness that God’s Kingdom is not of this world.  “My kingdom does not belong to this world…the reason I was born, the reason why I came into the world is to testify to the Truth.” (Jn 18: 36, 37) 


Jesus did not come just to feed the hungry with food for the body.  In His generosity, He worked the miracle of feeding five thousand with five loaves and two fishes, and they tried to make Him the kind of king they wanted, the kind who would fulfill their earthly ambitions.  Jesus could not be that kind of king.  When they tried to make Him king by force, He fled back to the mountain alone.  He ran away.  (Jn 6:15)


The next day, when the crowd had calmed down in its prior ambitions, He had to rebuke them quite severely:  “You seek me not because you have seen signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves.” (Jn 6:26)  “ You miss the point that my miracles of feeding the hungry and healing the sick are messianic signs, signs that I have something greater to give than a social utopia on earth.”  “I have come that they may have life and have it more abundantly,” not any kind of life, but God’s own life. (Jn 10:10)

The priest, like Jesus, comes into the midst of the world to bear witness to this truth.  It is only because he is among men and one of them, sharing their life and their condition, that he can get a hearing when he bears witness to something which is not of this world, but which is to be lived by Christians in this world: namely, God’s own life.


The priest, then, is a man of God, a minister of Christ in the midst of men.  He is a man of faith, a man of another world, a witness to another world.  As a man of the Word, and the Word is Christ, he is not of this world, though he is in the world.


As a man of God, he is relevant to the world, not by being no different from the world, but precisely by being different.  To be a witness to the truth of God is to be different.  It is to call attention to the unseen.  A witness is not needed when something is well known and seen by all.  A witness is needed only to testify to the unseen, to the things of faith, the things of God, the mystery of God’s own life offered to men, the mystery of divine Sonship in the Son.


The minister of Christ is not relevant unless he stirs up questions about the unseen, the different, unless he challenges the earthly way of life which seeks its fill of loaves.  He is not relevant unless he uses the two-edged sword of the Word, which slashes both liberal and conservative, or any half-truth theory of life.


As a man of faith, a minister of the Gospel, the priest must take care that he himself does not exploit the Gospel by picking out of it only those aspects of it which favor his own point of view or fulfill his own desires.  Especially concerning the nature of the priestly life and ministry, let us honestly see what the Gospel says about it, and not seek in the Gospel, arguments to back up our own pre-conceived notions of it.


As St. Paul says of his ministry of the Word:


“We at least are not like so many who trade on the Word of God (adulterating the Word).  We speak in Christ’s name, pure in motivation, conscious of having been sent by God and of standing in His presence.” (2 Cor 2:17)

The minister of the Word, man of faith, must prompt the asking of religious questions before he can present the answers.  Himself keenly alert to the things of God in living faith, he must alert his fellowmen to what they ignore, conveniently forget, or of which they are simply ignorant.


The priest is a minister of the things above:
“Since you have been raised up in company with Christ, set your heart on what pertains to higher realms where Christ is seated at God’s right hand.  Be intent on things above, rather than on things of earth.  After all, you have died!  Your life is hidden with Christ in God.  When Christ, our life appears, then you shall appear with Him in glory.” (Col 3: 1-3)

The priest, man of faith, is witness to this unseen hidden life.  It is a life the Christian is already living, for he has risen with Christ in Baptism.  It is a life of communion with God in Christ.  The priest must not allow the growth of this life to be impeded, stunted, in his people by their forgetfulness of the divine, by their excessive preoccupation with earthly affairs.


Not only is the Christian life hidden, the life of communion with the Holy Trinity, but so, too, is the apostolic life.  The most important effects of the priestly ministry are hidden with Christ in God!  For this is the ministry of divine life.  The minister of Christ is witness to, and disperser of, a life other than the earthly one.  And so, the priest, man of faith, should not be upset and discouraged if the fruits of his labors are chiefly unseen.


For after all, the Church on earth is only the sacrament, the outward sign, of a hidden communion in the life of the Holy Trinity.


Therefore, we must not judge the effectiveness of the priestly ministry primarily by visible effects, such as perfect social order.  We must not expect our priesthood to produce an immediate earthly utopia.  We must not be deceived into working only for this, as though mere human civilization were our mission.  We must not be quick to say that the Church has failed because there is still much injustice and misery in the world.


Social justice can be one sign that the Gospel of Christ is truly at work, but it is not the only sign.  When this sign is absent, there can be other more impressive signs of Christ’s presence and action; namely, messianic compassion.  


Vatican II speaks of the works of mercy: feeding the hungry, visiting the sick, clothing the naked, etc., as messianic signs.  As signs, they indicate the presence of something greater than the visible bodily services rendered.  They indicate an invisible reality, the presence of Jesus, the Messiah, who has come to bestow divine life, communion in the very life of God, a life which is still hidden, though it is very real in the life of the true Christian.


Thus, as Raymond Brown has pointed out, the bodily miracles worked by Jesus were not humanitarian miracles, but messianic miracles, signs of something greater.  For example, in curing a paralytic, Jesus said, “That you may know that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins, …rise, take up your bed and walk.’” (Mt 9:6)   In St. John’s Gospel, when His opponents complained that He cured a cripple on the Sabbath, Jesus said that the Son does only what the Father does, only what the Father shows Him.

“Yes, to your great wonderment, He will show Him even greater works than these.”  (Jn 5:20)  The works greater than the bodily miracles are the works of bestowing God’s own life on men.  “Indeed, just as the Father raises the dead and grants life, so the Son grants life to those whom He wishes.” (Jn 5:4)  “Life” [here] means God’s life.

Jesus promised that His disciples, too, would do these greater works.  “I solemnly assure you the man who has faith in me will do the works I do, and greater far than these.” (Jn 14:12)

Greater than the works of healing the sick and raising the dead are the works of bestowing God’s own life.  The priest is a minister of Christ in bestowing God’s own life.


The sign that he is empowered to give this invisible, hidden divine life is his messianic compassion and the service he renders to the poor, the sick, the suffering, and the miserable.  The truest sign that his divine ministry is effective is the divine love manifest in his true compassion and concern and self-sacrificing service of the poor and needy.

This messianic compassion, this love, this concern and service, no matter how hard it labors, will not succeed in establishing a social utopia on earth.  But it will succeed in being the vehicle of God’s own life; it will succeed in being the messianic sign, the sign of Christ’s presence to give divine life.


Priestly powers are not the power to build utopia on earth, but the power to form a communion of men in communion with God.  If the divine powers of the Church were given for building an earthly utopia, would not this utopia have come into being long ago?


Ours are powers of reconciliation and forgiveness, powers of patience and fortitude, powers of compassionate love in a world of sin which begets misery.  St. Paul commends the Thessalonians for the work of their faith, the labor of their love, the endurance of their hope. (1 Thes 1:3)  Work, labor, and endurance are the inseparable characteristics of faith, love, and hope as long as we are the Church making the pilgrim journey.


The ministry of reconciliation presupposes we are working with sinners.  Ours is a mission in a sinful world which is still in process of being redeemed. Till the end of time, there will be the hungry to feed, the naked to clothe, the prisoners to visit, and there will be persecutions to endure.


And therefore, the minister of Christ has to be a man of profound faith if he is not to be discouraged when his apostolate seems to produce few visible effects, and the world seems to be no better than when he began.  The most desirable of all apostolate effects are the hidden ones, the life of the Holy Trinity in the hearts of believers.


Far from being discouraged, the minister of Christ glories in his infirmities:  We cannot meditate too much on these words of Paul to the Corinthians:  “Therefore, having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do not lose heart.  ...For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.” (2 Cor 4:1, 6)

“But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, to show that the transcendent power belongs to God and not to us.  We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies.” (7-10)  


“For while we live we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may be manifested in our mortal flesh.  So death is at work in us, but life in you. Since we have the same spirit of faith as he had who wrote, ‘I believed, and so I spoke,’ we too believe, and so we speak, knowing that He who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you into His presence.” (11-14)


“For it is all for your sake, so that as grace extends to more and more people it may increase thanksgiving to the glory of God.  So we do not lose heart.  Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed every day.  For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all compassion, because we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen; for the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.” (15-18)

The question, then, is, are we producing these hidden effects, or do we justify our failure, saying, “My effects are hidden?” 

The priest then, is above all, a man of God, a man of faith.  His God’s name is Emmanuel:  God-with-us.  But He is always an unseen God, not an absent God, but a God who is there, but hidden.  His name, Emmanuel, is an appeal to faith.  It expresses the reality of that unseen presence.  He is a God who is contacted in the darkness of faith, but directly contacted nonetheless.


And the cross is His sign till the end of time.  Till the end of time He will be found in suffering, in the suffering of the poor, the miserable, the oppressed, the sick, the distressed, and in the suffering of the one who serves the needy ones.  Christ is a suffering servant, present in His priest who is a man of sufferings, who does not give up in discouragement. “Continually we carry about in our bodies the dying of Jesus so that in our bodies the life of Jesus may also be revealed.” (2 Cor 4:11)

The minister of Christ is not a man who quits and abandons his ministry just because loneliness and misunderstanding are a necessary part of his lot.  His fortitude, his patience, his compassion, and his unwavering perseverance in his mission of love are messianic signs.


Reading for further meditation:
“For I think that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, like men sentenced to death; because we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels and to men.  We are fools for Christ’s sake, but you are wise in Christ.  We are weak, but you are strong.  You are held in honor, but we in disrepute.  To the present hour we hunger and thirst, we are ill clad and buffeted and homeless; and we labor, working with our own hands.  When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we try to conciliate; we have become, and are now, as the refuse of the world, the off scouring of all things.  I do not write this to make you ashamed, but to admonish you as my beloved children.  For though you have countless guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers, for I became your father in Christ Jesus through the Gospel.  I urge you, then, be imitators of me.” (1 Cor 4:9-16)

[This is] how the Council tackled the problem of the priest and man set apart and yet in the midst of men:


[Priests are] “in the world but not of the world.” (PO 3)


The priest is in the world in real fraternity with all men, and yet he exists in non-conformity with the wisdom of the world.  They are among men to bring God’s Word and truth and to communicate His own life.  


“Every high priest is taken out of mankind and appointed to act for men in their relations with God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins.” (Heb 5:1)  Priests live with other men as with brothers.  So, too, the Lord Jesus, Son of God, a man sent by the Father to men, dwelt among us and willed to be like us in all things but sin.  The holy apostles imitated Him in this and the Blessed Paul, slave of the Gentiles, was “set apart for the Gospel of God,” (Rom 1:1) and “became all things to all men that he might save all.”  (1 Cor 9:22)  “Set apart” does not mean “separated.”

“For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, that I might win the more.  To the Jews I became a Jew, in order to win Jews; to those under the law I became as one under the law – though not being myself under the law - that I might win those under the law.  To those outside the law I became as one outside the law – not being without law toward God but under the law of Christ – that I might win those outside the law.  To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak.  I have become all things to all men that I might by all means save some.  I do it all for the sake of the Gospel, that I may share in its blessings.” (1 Cor 9: 19-23)

The priests of the New Testament, by their very vocation and ordination, are in a certain fashion “set apart” in the midst of the People of God.  But this is not so that they will be separated from these people nor from any man at all, but so that they will be totally consecrated (a reason for celibacy) to the work for which the Lord took possession of them.  “God gave you to me,” said Jesus. (Jn 10:29)

For they could not be ministers of Christ unless they were witnesses and dispensers of a life other than the earthly one, but neither would they be able to serve men if they remained strangers to (men and women’s) life and condition.  Their ministry requires, by a special title, that they do not conform themselves to this world; at the same time, it requires that they live in this world among men, and as good shepherds, know their sheep.  


The Church is called to receive the world, to open it to the presence of Christ, to penetrate it with His love and His truth, to direct its earthly search beyond itself, towards eternal life with God.


In the concrete, this Christian welcome to the world and penetration of the world are hampered by the fact that the Church is made up of humankind always on the way to redemption, still in the process.  It follows that earthly realities present themselves to Christians in an ambivalent way, as grace and as temptation, depending upon whether the Christian approaches them in openness to the Spirit (the man of the Spirit) or from the not-yet-redeemed side of his being (the carnal man).


The presence of priests to men has to be precisely a presence as priest:


“If priests are set apart, it is because the priestly ministry is object of a vocation.” (PO 3)  And in that sense, every vocation in the Church is a setting apart, which calls for the mobilization of all one’s energies for the work of the Lord.  But priests are, furthermore, “set apart in a certain manner,” by reason of their ordination. (PO 3)  For the work to which the Lord calls them is a specific work, that of good shepherds, who know their sheep and seek also to lead those who are not of the fold into the fold.”

[Bracketed text added by editor.]
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