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Discerning Our Apostolate

One of the most serious problems of modern men is how to achieve unity of life.  Modern life is so complex, changing at so rapid a pace, filled with such a multitude of obligations and activities, that man has little time or ability to reflect on the meaning of his life.  He tends to dissipate his energies in a variety of directions, and so does not achieve the unity of life which is essential to the mature personality.  And without unity of personality, one cannot achieve authentic spirituality.

Like all their fellowmen, priests are faced with this same problem.  Involved in the multitude of the obligations of their ministry, they are distracted, and anxiously seek for a way to bring unity between their interior life and the requirements of their exterior action.  Vatican II points out that they cannot achieve this unity merely by the external organization of the works of the ministry, nor by the practice of religious exercises, however helpful all this may be towards that purpose. (*PO 14)
The principle of unity in their lives has to be Christ Himself, Christ precisely as priest, “the one whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world” (John 10:34), Christ responding to that consecration and mission in loving dedication.  Priests are able to bring unity into their life by following the example Christ the Lord in the exercise of their ministry, whose food was to do the will of Him who sent Him, to accomplish His work. “My food is to do the will of Him who sent me,” He said. (John 4:34, PO 14)
The will of the Father is His will to save the world.  Christ’s food, that is, His very life is to do this will, to accomplish this work.  A man’s life is what he lives for, and he lives for what he loves.  Christ loved the Father so deeply, He was so dedicated to His salvific will that He gave His life for His sheep.  He lived for this so intensely, that He said it was His very life, the food and drink for which He hungered and thirsted.
Thus His life was a perfect unity, since He lived for one thing.  His love of the Father and His love of His flock was but one love.  He gave His life that he might bring the sheep to the Father.

The priest, who participates in Christ’s own priestly consecration and mission, brings unity into his life by uniting himself to the person of Christ precisely in Christ’s personal response to his own consecration and mission:

“For in full truth, Christ works through His ministers to accomplish unceasingly in the world that same will of the Father by means of the Church.  Therefore, Christ ever remains the principle and source of their unity of life.  Consequently, priests achieve the unity of their lives by uniting themselves with Christ in recognizing and accepting the will of the Father, giving themselves for the flock entrusted to them.  Thus acting in the person of the Good Shepherd in accomplishing his work, in the very exercise of pastoral charity they find the bond of priestly perfection which brings their life and action to unity.” (PO 14)
In leading the faithful to maturity in the Christian life, we have seen, priests must aid the laity “to see in events, great and small, what the situation requires, what is the will of God.” (PO 6)  A fortiori, they must be able to do the same in their own lives. Hence, the necessity of discerning the salvific will of God as working here and now in their priestly life. They must discover for themselves and for their flock God’s saving presence and purpose in each situation.  

Since their lives are totally priestly, because lived entirely with Christ in hunger for the saving will of God and the accomplishment of His work, they must discern in each situation precisely how they are to forward the mission and work of Christ Himself, and how to carry on the Father’s saving will.  Each priest must ask himself:  “Which aspect of Christ’s work is specifically mine?  In what specific way am I to be present in the world which God wishes to save?  What is my specific way of giving myself for the flock?  What is most truly for their good?

In other words, priests need in an eminent degree, both for themselves and for their flock, what Vatican II says is needed by every Christian, the discernment of faith. This discernment of faith is faith’s ability to interpret the divine meaning of everyday realities, finding in the light of the Gospel the implications of the faith for daily existence, “so that the power of the Gospel might shine forth in their daily life.” (LG 35)  This discernment of faith is a participation in the prophetic mission of Christ the Head.  
In the light of faith, nourished in the prayerful reading of the Scriptures, priests can search out the signs of God’s will and the impulse of His grace in the various events of life and thus become daily more docile in the mission they have taken up in the Holy Spirit.  (PO 18)
In short, the priest needs not only the pastoral love of Christ’s own heart, he needs also Christ’s discernment of the will of the Father.  He needs not only love, but enlightened love.

It is not easy for the priest to discern his own specific way of being present in the world, his personal way of carrying on Christ’s work.  For the world today makes such staggering demands upon the priest.  Every priest, especially if he is keenly aware of his apostolic responsibility to all men, is faced with the agonizing fact that the work to be done is totally beyond his powers to accomplish.  Whether he likes it or not, he cannot spend himself equally in every task and for every person.  He must accept his human limitations in humility, even though he is burning with Christ’s infinite love and is totally consecrated to the Father’s saving will.  He must make a choice of how to spend himself for the salvation of others.

But each time he makes such a choice, it seems that some portion of the Lord’s flock suffers from neglect, so that it (sometimes) seems that more sheep are being lost than are being saved.  In choosing to care for one portion of the flock, he seems to be discriminating against another.

How shall he solve the problem?  Since he cannot do everything, and so that he will not be guilty of discrimination in his choice, shall he simply wait for those who come, receive those who present themselves to him, go only to those who call for him?
But this too would be a discrimination, and no doubt the most unjust of all, for inevitably it penalizes the most distant of the flock, those straying the farthest.  Should he not therefore leave the ninety-nine, the ones who come to him, and seek out the strays?

But the strays are so numerous these days, that even if he devotes himself totally to the straying, he still has to be discriminating in choosing which strays he will go after.  And what will be his principle in making this choice?  

Perhaps he will chose what he best knows how to do, failing to discern what he ought to do.  He will rely on his own spontaneity, his natural competence, his temperament.  But these are only very partial criteria in choosing our priestly work.

Worse still, he may be moved by his immature vanity, or need for attention, and will choose the glamorous apostolate that catches the public eye and inflates his ego, neglecting the hidden, less glamorous, but more important, needs of God’s people.  There is an old saying that he who directs himself directs a fool.  In what is closest to self—namely self—we tend to have less insight than others do.

Therefore I must not judge only by what I personally think is my vocation and mission.  I can be blinded by my personal prejudices, my habits, my hard work in acquiring some proficiency in one field.  I can be blinded by my unwillingness to make personal adjustments which will upset the security of my personal way of doing things.  I can be blinded by my desire to make a name for myself.

So in deciding what I must do in the apostolate, I must listen both to God’s people and to my fellow priests and the bishop.  Vatican II gives a criterion for determining whether in fact we have really discovered God’s will for our own priestly situation:

“That they may be able to verify the unity of their lives in concrete situations, priests must reflect upon all their undertakings to discern what is the will of God, which will is manifest in the conformity of their undertakings with the norms of the evangelical mission of the Church.  For their faithfulness to Christ cannot be separated from faithfulness to the Church.  Pastoral love therefore requires that priests, so that they will not run in vain, work always in the bond of communion with their bishops and with their other brothers in the priesthood.  Acting in this way, priests will find the unity of their own lives in the unity of the Church’s mission.  Thus they will be united with their Lord, and through Him with the Father in the Holy Spirit, so that they can be filled with consolation and superabound with joy.” (PO 14)
Our reflection, then, on whether or not we are really carrying out God’s salvific will in our ministry is best done in communion with the whole presbyterate and the bishop.  For the presbyterate is a sacramental brotherhood. It is God’s will to carry out His saving purpose through the Church and its ministerial hierarchy.

But this work of salvation, especially in these days, is manifestly a work surpassing the sum total of the powers of the whole hierarchy and of all the presbyterates of the world, for it seems that there are never enough priests and bishops to accomplish the enormous task.  Hence it is all the more important that in communion with one another, priests seek together to find the most advantageous way of using their resources, lest anyone, in a self-chosen apostolate, run in vain, dissipating on something less fruitful than the priestly gifts God has given him.  Perhaps our insufficiency in the face of the apostolic task is less due to shortage in the number of priests than to our individualism in trying to carry out the task of each man acting on his own, each man acting from his own narrow viewpoint, each man doing his own thing, and thus depriving himself of the wisdom and power that comes from acting as one with the sacramental brotherhood, the presbyterate.
Once the priest, in communion with his bishop and fellow priests, has discovered his particular work in the whole presbyterate, even then he is never secure in the certitude that he is truly fully carrying out God’s salvific will in his situation.  For the discerning of God’s salvific will is not something done once and for all in such a way that one finds complete security in his ministry and merely settles down to executing a well-defined task.

No, God’s will must be discovered day after day for each day, within the area of the apostolate assigned to each and for which he is fully responsible.  We must live in perpetual openness to the light of the Gospel and of the Holy Spirit in considering the situation of the moment.  For in the last analysis, the priest’s way of being present in the world, his specific way of carrying on Christ’s priestly work, is manifest in the concrete conditions given by the daily world in which he finds himself.

Therefore, far from having complete security in merely executing a well-defined task, the priest lives in a certain perpetual insecurity, not knowing what God will ask of him next, so that his only security is total trust in Christ in ever-continuing openness to the unexpected, and in prompt readiness to hear and respond to the call of Christ as presented in each new situation.  In other words, if we are perfectly well-adjusted in our apostolate, and completely sure we are doing the right thing, there is probably something wrong.  We are, no doubt, doing some part of our apostolate well, but probably at the same time neglecting other things; for the priestly ministry is always greater than we can really handle.  It is a divine work surpassing all human powers.  If we think we are handling it very well, we are possibly neglecting some portion of the flock.
Hence the need for that discernment of faith, that ability to discern the presence and purpose of God in each concrete situation.  This presupposes complete openness to the Holy Spirit, which is nourished by the prayerful reading of the Scriptures and by complete devotedness to the people for whom Christ died.  In love’s concern for their salvation, one is ever turning to Christ for light to know how best to serve the flock.

Not only each individual priest, but the whole presbyterate and the whole hierarchy of the Church lives in this holy insecurity, this need of being in perpetual search for God’s saving will concerning the flock.  Perhaps Jesus keeps us in a shortage of priests and therefore humanly inadequate even as a group, so that His power may be made perfect in our weakness, so that we will learn never to trust in our own sufficiency, but to be ever conscious of our total dependence upon Him whose work we are doing.  He wishes His priests both as individuals and as a sacramental brotherhood to be poor men of Yahweh, poor in spirit, men of absolute faith and trust in His abiding presence with His Church.

The priesthood—that is, the entire hierarchical ministry, pope, bishops, priests, deacons—as sacrament of Christ the Head is the sign and instrument of Christ’s faithfulness to His Body the Church, the sacrament of His abiding presence with His flock: --“Behold I am with you all days even to the consummation of the world.” (Matt 28; 20)
Christ is faithful to His flock.  But are we?  Have we, his priests, hampered His presence to His flock by our lack of faith in His will to be present through us, by the failure to live in complete trust in Him and openness to His Holy Spirit, relying rather on our own insights and methods?  Have we hindered His presence with His People by our dissipation of our priestly gifts on the wrong kinds of activities, or even in self-seeking?  Have we hampered Him in His saving work by our panic and discouragement in these days which more than ever call for complete faith in His faithfulness to His Church?  Jesus cannot abandon His flock, and we, His priests, are the ministers of His presence to it.

Therefore, even now as seminarians, we have to learn to live in complete openness to Christ, trusting in His presence more than in ourselves, for it is His life we are living, His work we are doing.

We must acquire what St. Paul calls “the mind of Christ.”  How does one nurture in oneself this “mind of Christ” as described in First Corinthians, that is, the ability to discern the presence and purpose of God in the events of daily life?  By cultivating the “mind of Christ” in another sense, as described in Philippians:  “Have this mind among yourselves which you have in Christ Jesus…. He humbled Himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross.” (Phil 2:5, 8)
“The mind of Christ” in this sense is His spirit of humble obedience, His total consecration to the will of the Father.  The word obedience is derived from the word meaning “to listen”—to listen to instructions in readiness to carry them out.  Of the Suffering Servant of Yahweh it is written: “Morning by morning He wakens, He wakens my ear to hear as those who are taught.  The Lord God has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I turned not backward.” (Is 50:4-5, Ps 40:6, Heb 10:5-7) 
Jesus listened so carefully and obeyed so perfectly because He was so hungry to do the Father’s will, so eager to accomplish His work of salvation. (Jn 4:34)
Only if we have the ”mind of Christ” in this sense are we fully open to the light of the Holy Spirit, without which we cannot penetrate the depths of God, nor find the implications of the divine plan for our daily personal life and for that of the flock.  The eagerness of our love for the will of God and for the flock sharpens in us the insight of faith, opens us in living hope for divine enlightenment.  We seek earnestly the best ways of accomplishing God’s work of salvation in our situation, and the enlightenment is given to us in response to our love’s desire to give totally for the flock.

This pastoral love, which is the bond of priestly perfection bringing unity into one’s whole life, “flows above all from the Eucharistic sacrifice, which is therefore the center and root of the whole life of the priest.  The priestly spirit strives to apply to self what is carried out on the altar of sacrifice.  This, however, cannot be obtained, unless by prayer priests penetrate ever more intimately into the mystery of Christ.” (PO 14)

To say that the Eucharistic sacrifice is the center and root of the whole life of the priest is the same as saying that Christ, in His hunger to do the will of the Father and to accomplish His work, is the principle and source of unity of the priestly life.  For in the Eucharistic sacrifice, Christ is present manifesting and communicating His own sacrificial spirit, His zeal for the Father’s will and His love for the flock.

And penetrating by prayer into the mystery of Christ, the priest acquires the “mind of Christ” in both senses of the term:  he grows in his humble listening to the divine will, and receives the Spirit in whose light he penetrates the depths of God and discerns the purpose of God in all the events of his own life and in that of his flock.

Thus, in the Eucharist, the priest achieves perfect unity in his own life, and becomes a principle of unity for his flock.  One thing I have sought—to go to the Father bringing my flock with me!  His life is unified by his earnest seeking of the goal of the pastoral ministry as described by Vatican II:  
“Carrying out the office of Christ the Head and Shepherd in keeping with their own share in authority, in the name of the bishop, priests gather together the family of God as a brotherhood inspired by the spirit of unity, and lead it through Christ in the Spirit to the Father.” (PO 6)
(*See: Presbyterorum Ordinis: The Decree on the life and Ministry of Priests, Documents of Vatican II)
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