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How A Priest Prays

There is something special about the way a priest prays, even in what we might call his personal prayer outside his special ministry of prayer.


True prayer is the expression of one’s very life.  It is the recognition and acceptance of what one is in relationship with God.  One recognizes, for example, that he is creature before his Creator, needy one before his Benefactor, sinner before his Redeemer, child before his Father.  When one acknowledges these relationships and accepts them in love and directs his life accordingly, then he exists in a personal relationship with God.  Prayer is the expression of this personal relationship, and therefore, the expression of one’s very life.


There is something specific about priestly life which is expressed in the priest’s prayer, making his prayer special.  This is his priestly consecration, which transforms his whole life and being.  The priest’s prayer springs from the consciousness of his consecration and mission.


For prayer, we said, springs from the recognition and acceptance of all of one’s relationships with God.  But through the charism of his vocation and ordination, the priest has a unique relationship with God and with men.  As Vatican II expresses it, “By the sacrament of Orders, priests are conformed to Christ the Priest, so that, as ministers of the Head and co-workers of the Episcopal Order, they can establish and build up His whole Body, the Church.” (PO 12)


The words, “ministers of the Head,” express the very essence of the ministerial priesthood.  Through the ministry of priests, Christ is present in His Church precisely as Head of His Body, Shepherd of His People.  Thus the priest has a unique relationship with Christ.  He is a living sacrament of Christ the Head, sign and instrument of His action in His Body the Church.  And he has a unique relationship with his fellowmen.  As representative of Christ, he is related to mankind in Christ’s own relationship with them.


The specifically priestly spirituality consists in the acceptance and full living of these special relationships with Christ and His People.  The priest’s prayer springs from the living consciousness of what he is by the grace of priestly consecration and from the loving effort to live accordingly.  His prayer wells forth from his very life and being in the effort to be true to what he is.  His prayer is largely the intelligent and loving directing of his whole life and ministry as a participation in the consecration and mission of Christ Himself.  It is the effort to acquire the heart and mind of Christ, whose person he represents, in everything which is truly the ministry.  “God is my witness how I long for you all in the heart of Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 1:8) 

The priest’s prayer and spirituality, then, have their deepest roots, their primary source, in the very mystery of the priestly ministry.  His prayer and holiness are rooted in his special consecration and mission; his spirituality and prayer are the expression of his very being as consecrated living instrument of Christ.  Since his action as minister of Christ the Head is carried out in living dependence upon Him whose minister he is, necessarily he will pray accordingly.  His prayer will be filled with Christ’s own concern for the flock entrusted to him, it will be a petition that Christ will live in him and act in him, that Christ will feed His sheep through him.



Indeed, his special priestly charism urges him precisely to this.  The sacramental grace which is bestowed upon him along with his priestly character impels him to configure himself totally to Christ the Priest whose person he represents; for there is an intimate unity between the character and the sacramental grace of Orders.  Together, they are but one charism.  For Orders is not only priestly power.  It is a charism making possible the living presence of Christ as Head of His Church, carrying on the work of building up His Body.  As a grace of Christ’s living presence with His Church, the priestly ministry is essentially a service of love; it is a charism glowing with Christ’s own priestly love.  Therefore, if the character of Orders is a sharing in Christ’s power of consecrating the Eucharist and forgiving sins and carrying on the other priestly functions, the sacramental grace accompanying the character is a sharing in Christ’s priestly heart as Shepherd of the flock.  This grace fashions the heart of the priest in the likeness of Christ’s own heart, so that his priestly love in the exercise of his ministry is a real presence of Christ’s own love caring for His sheep.


Thus, the priestly charism conforms him to Christ in a specifically priestly way, giving him Christ’s own relationship to the people whom he serves.  As an instrument who is a person, not an automaton, the priest must carry out his ministry in personal responsibility.  But the first responsibility of a minister, precisely as instrument of another Person, is loyalty to that Person and to His purposes, conformity to the intentions of His love.


Therefore, the holiness and spirituality of a minister of Christ consists in being true to the Lord as the instrument of his own heart and love.  The priestly ministry is no mere ex opere operato function, but is a presence to everyone of Christ’s own pastoral love.  The priest is most fully a sacrament, sign, and instrument of Christ’s love for His flock, only when he himself is transformed with that same love, and thus is a real presence of Christ’s love.


“This pastoral love,” says Vatican II, “is the essence of priestly holiness.” (PO 14)  That is why the Council can say also that the priest achieves his holiness in the very exercise of his pastoral ministry, provided he carries it out sincerely, perseveringly, in the Spirit of Christ.  These three conditions must be fulfilled if he is to grow in holiness in the very accomplishment of his priestly work.


The very consciousness required for fulfilling these conditions is practically a prayer, and to the extent that he does fulfill these conditions, the priest’s life and ministry become a living prayer, for it is life and action knowingly and willingly directed to God.


Sincerity, the first condition for growth in holiness in the ministry, requires an awareness of what one is doing and the loving effort to do it as one ought.  The sincerity of a minister, we said, is first of all faithfulness to the love and purposes of Him in whose Person he acts.  This requires that the priestly minister act in the awareness of Christ.  But this awareness is prayer; it is the lifting of the mind and heart to Christ to conform to His intentions and love.


To act with Christ’s love and intentions is to minister in the spirit of Christ (spirit spelled with a small “s”).  But this is to act in the Hoy Spirit, (Spirit with a capital “S”) who alone can give us the mind and heart of Jesus.  The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Christ, for it is Christ who acts wherever the Spirit acts.  It is Christ who won for us the Spirit by His death and resurrection; it is Christ in person who bestows this Spirit upon us and works through us by this Spirit.


Pastoral charity, like all Christian love, is a participation in the very Person of the Holy Spirit and is a manifestation of His presence.  For only in the Holy Spirit can we love with a divine love.  He it is who enflames the divine love in the heart of the minister, and He Himself is the gift communicated to men through the priestly ministry.



To carry out the ministry in the Spirit of Christ, then, means to carry it out in the Holy Spirit, in prayerful dependence upon Him, and in the divine love He enflames in our hearts.  This consciousness of the Holy Spirit is itself a prayer in the very exercise of the ministry.


In the exercise of his ministry, the priest tries to realize that his action is a real presence of the action of Christ the Head.  He unites himself consciously to the act of Christ, here and now, accomplishing his own mission through Him.  Thus he carries out his mission in conscious communion with Christ.


Concerning the ministry of the Word, for example, Vatican II says, “In the very act of transmitting the Word, priests unite themselves more intimately with Christ the Teacher and are led by His Spirit.  Thus acting in communion with Christ they participate in God’s own charity.” (PO 13)  In these and similar words concerning the other functions of the priestly ministry, Vatican II emphasizes conscious communion with the Person and love and action of Christ Himself, whose Person and presence priests manifest in the exercise of their ministry.


But what is this conscious communion with Christ in carrying out the ministry if not prayer?  The priest is, therefore, praying perpetually.


Conscious communion with Christ in carrying out the ministry is not necessarily a vivid consciousness of the divine presence.  That is, indeed, the ideal, and the grace of this vivid consciousness of Christ’s presence is occasionally granted to the priest who sincerely strives to work in full communion with the Lord.  Ordinarily, however, the carrying out of priestly work is filled with such a multitude of distractions stemming from the very multiplicity of the priest’s duties, that it is difficult indeed to be in explicit communion with Christ in all that we do.


Addressing itself to this problem, Vatican II says:

“Priests bring unity into their lives by always uniting themselves with Christ in accepting the will of the Father, giving themselves for the flock committed to them.  Thus by taking the place of the Good Shepherd, they find the bond of priestly perfection in the very exercise of pastoral charity, bringing unity into their life and action.” (PO 14)


However, seeking and accepting the will of the Father is a function of conscience.  Right conscience guarantees the sincerity in the ministry which conforms the priest to Christ and to the purposes of His love.  But whatever one does under the direction of a conscience alive with faith and love is done in communion with God, and is, therefore, implicitly prayer.  For right conscience, like prayer, directs one’s actions to God, does everything in the consciousness of God.


The priest in his ministry should be conscious of God in a specific way.  In lively faith, he should be aware that through him Christ is accomplishing the salvific will of God, the work of salvation.  By seeking ever the will of the Father, that is, whatever genuinely forwards the work of salvation, the priest is thus truly in communion with Christ whose action he is continuing.  Therefore, he is praying implicitly, even if he is not explicitly aware of the Person of Christ working with him.


The lively faith and love which enlighten and impel his conscience, truly unit him with Christ the Head.  A conscience alive with faith, hope and love guarantees Christ’s life in the minister, and Christ’s action in the ministry, so that the priest can say of his life and his work:  “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.” (Galatians 2:20)

But a priest must face the facts.  To keep his priestly conscience fully alive to Christ in faith and love, he needs to nourish it in explicit prayer, in the reading of the Scriptures, in alertness to God in the sacred liturgy, in examination of conscience and reception of the Sacrament of Penance, and in the use of the other aids to salvation.  The priest becomes holy in his ministry only when he lives according to a rightly formed priestly conscience.


Holiness is not the special prerogative of priests and religious.  All Christians are called to holiness.  Nevertheless, each Christian is to seek holiness in a manner in keeping with his own specific vocation.


The specific holiness of a priest consists in being a leader in holiness.  This follows from the fact that he is a sacrament of Christ precisely as Head and leader of the flock.  Of necessity, the priest is “pattern for the flock,” to use the expression of St. Peter. (1 Peter 2:21)  [See also St. Paul: 1 Tim 1:16; 4:12; Titus 2:7; Heb 8:5]

A priest, therefore, desires holiness and ardently strives for it, not because he desires to be better than others, but precisely because of his responsibility for his brothers.  How can he be authentic as a person and as a priest if he requires of others what he is not doing himself?


To say that a priest is a leader in holiness is to say that he is a leader in discipleship.  “For although priests exercise the office of father and teacher,” says Vatican II, “they are at the same time disciples of the Lord along with all Christians.” (PO 9)



A disciple is one who is learning.  As a disciple among disciples, the priest is, first of all, one who is ever listening to the Word of Christ.  But to be a disciple is more than just having an attentive ear.  It is an attitude of one’s whole being.  The basic attitude of a disciple is poverty of spirit, openness in hope to the redemption proclaimed in the Word of God.  The permanent attitude of the whole being of a disciple is receptiveness in hope.  It is a continuing offering of self to God for the accomplishment of the purposes of His love.  It is perpetual openness to the redeeming, transforming grace of the Savior, in the awareness of one’s need of this grace.


This is the basic Christian attitude, which the priest as shepherd must form in the sheep of his flock.  But how can he form it in the flock if it is not his own profound attitude?  How can he be pattern for the flock, leader in holiness, unless this is his personal posture of being?


As a disciple among disciples, as a man in continuing need of redemption, a priest’s first desire and prayer really ought to be for himself, but himself precisely as priest responsible for the flock.  He must ardently desire to be all that God’s love wants him to be, all the Church needs him to be, God wants him to be, the Church needs him to be, a leader in holiness.


As shepherd of the flock, acting in the name and person of Christ the Shepherd, the priest strives zealously to be Christ’s authentic representative.  Yet he does this in deep humility, knowing that he is another Christ only to the extent that Christ lives in him and works through him and communicates His own love through the priest’s love.


Therefore, in his desire to be a good shepherd, the priest says to Jesus:  

“You feed your lambs; you feed your sheep through me, for I cannot do it unless you live in me and work in me and fill me with your Holy Spirit of love.  For when you tell me, “Feed my sheep,” you mean that I should do it in your Person and power, as your living minister.  I cannot feed the flock unless you are doing it through me.  When you said to Peter, “Do you love me?” you meant, “You have to love me.  Only if you do can you feed my flock.” (John 21: 15-17)

Lord, in the charism of Orders in which you said to me, “Feed my flock,” you said to me also, “Love the flock with my own love; be filled with my pastoral love.”  And your Word, bestowing on me the sacramental grace of Orders, empowered me to love with such love.  Therefore, perfect in me that love of yours without which I cannot really feed the flock.  Stir up in me the grace to love, the grace which you gave me along with the command, “Feed my sheep.”  For only in that love can I fulfill that commission.


As shepherd of the flock, I must be a living presence of your own love for the flock, and so I must ask to be filled your own love.  And this I ask above all at the moment I drink your Precious Blood, which is the Sacrament of your love.”

Since the purpose of the ministry of the Word is to make the hearers “a pleasing sacrifice, consecrated by the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:16), the priest desires and prays that he himself will be such an offering, “a holy sacrifice, truly pleasing to God” (Rom 12:1).   He prays, therefore, that he himself will be filled with the Holy Spirit, truly an offering to God.  This offering of his own person, this continuation of Christ’s own sacrifice in his whole priestly life, is achieved in the daily giving of himself for the flock.
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