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Ex Opere Operato vs. Holiness of Priests

Priest often excuse their mediocrity and lukewarm ness by saying that the

that the sacraments work ex opere operato; therefore the priest does not have to be holy.  All he is required to do to fulfill his duty is to administer the sacraments. 


But the life of St. John the Baptist is a strong refutation of this excuse.  For John came baptizing in water to prepare men for the baptism in the Holy Spirit.  The baptism of Christ in the Holy Spirit works ex opere operato, and yet God sent John the Baptist, holy and austere, to prepare men for a worthy reception of Christ’s baptism and grace, by leading them to penance.  [Ut ad penitentiam hominess inducens hominess praparmet ad digne suscipiendium baptimum ith.]


So, too, one of the greater duties of the priest is to prepare men for a worthy reception of those august sacraments which work opere operato.  Priests must instruct the people, preaching penance and good works; they must reprimand them for their sins; finally, they must show them the sacraments, which give the faithful grace and the remission of their sins.

But who will hear a priest doing these things if he is himself a sinner, if he does not back up his words by such austerity and holiness as John’s?  How can a priest make his own flock appreciate the marvels of the sacraments, if he does not show the effect of them in his own life? The priest’s preaching must be backed up by his example, just as John the Baptist backed up his word by his great austerity of life. Priests must preach the sublimity, the necessity, etc. of the Mass and other sacraments, and by a holy life prove what they say.


Furthermore, a holy life will not only back up his words, but will urge him on to fulfill his duty “cantas Christi urget nos.”  The priest’s holiness will urge him on with great zeal to prepare his flock for the grace of Christ; “The charity of Christ urges us.” (2 Cor 5:14)

Finally, it is only great holiness which will keep the priest at his post to administer these great sacraments in the times of hardships and persecutions when the people need them most. Unless they appreciate themselves these mysteries, unless they experience their own utter need of Christ and His grace, they will not do their duty in helping others to appreciate them.  Then the wolf comes, they will fly; they will not stay in the face of danger. 


Thus, while it is true that the Sacraments, Mass, etc. work ex opere operato, that is no excuse for the priest to be mediocre, or not of great sanctity. The Church needs great holiness of priests plus “ex opere operato.” 

©Fr Paul Hinnebusch, OP: 1965 Tchg-Priesthood-Ex Opere Operato vs. Holiness of the Priest       1 of 1

