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The Baptismal Character of the Priesthood of the Faithful 


Last week we spoke about the royal priesthood of God’s people, what we call “the priesthood of the faithful.”  All who are baptized into Christ Jesus are given a share in this priesthood.


What sort of reality is that priesthood of the faithful?  Is it merely a delegation in the way the President of the USA could delegate someone to represent him at a funeral but giving no share at all in his powers as president?  Is the baptismal priesthood of the faithful a mere delegation to represent Jesus?  Or is this priesthood something that radically changes the very being of the baptized person?  The answer to that last question is “Yes.”  The character imprinted in our being by the sacrament of Baptism is a supernatural divine reality created in our very person.  It is a real sharing in Christ’s priestly powers and it is permanent, it is eternal, like the priesthood of Christ, in which it is a sharing.  

God says to Christ, in the Scriptures, “You are a priest forever, according to the order of Melchizedek.” (Heb 5:6)  Likewise, whenever a man is ordained a priest by the sacrament of Holy Orders, it is said to him also, “You are a priest forever, according to the order of Melchizedek,” for his priesthood is a sharing in the eternal priesthood of Jesus Christ.  For the sacrament of Holy Orders impresses a divine character into the very being of the man ordained, so that his very person is changed.


The character imprinted by Holy Orders is a power, a sharing in Christ’s priestly power.  It is the power to offer the sacrifice of Christ in the Mass, by which the priest acts in the person of Christ.  The priestly character is a power which cannot be lost.  Even the worst sins committed by priests cannot destroy this power which God creates in their very being.


Is the priesthood of the faithful, given in baptism, also an indestructible power?  Yes, for the character imprinted in our person by baptism cannot be destroyed.  It is a power that the baptized person will have forever.  The priesthood of the faithful is a real power, a sharing in Christ’s eternal power as priest forever. In heaven we will be using that power as we offer to the Most Holy Trinity, through Christ, with Him, and in Him, the eternal sacrifice of praise, which is the fullness and completion of our Lord’s sacrifice on the cross.  That sacrifice on the cross will be full and complete only when all the saints in glory are offering together that sacrifice of eternal praise.  We will use that power in the glory of heaven only if we use it well on earth.  

The power is indestructible; the baptismal character cannot be destroyed.  As we said, it radically changes the very being of the baptized person, and that being is immortal.


The baptismal character is a power to fulfill all of God’s claims upon us, a power to pay to Him our full debt of worship.


As a share in Christ’s priestly power, the baptismal character authorizes us and empowers us to offer Christ’s sacrifice to the Father as our own sacrifice, and not simply to offer God the perfect sacrifice of Jesus His Son, but in that sacrifice, to offer to God the worship that each one of us owes Him.  By reason of the baptismal character, Christ’s own worship is formed in us, empowering us to give God the glory each of us owes Him.  The

baptismal character is a power we must use to integrate our worship into that of Christ, a power to form our lives as worship acceptable to God, in Christ Jesus.

So it is not simply the worship of the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross that we offer to God by our sharing in His priestly power.  We are empowered by the character to form our lives as the fullness and completion of His sacrifice. 

The baptismal character is God’s claim upon us and our claim upon Christ.  In baptism, God claimed us as His own, and put His seal upon us.  The seal of the Spirit imprinted the sacrifice of the cross upon our very being and marked us out as God’s own, redeemed in the blood of His Son.


But just as the baptismal character is God’s claim upon us, whom He purchased by the precious blood of the Lamb, so too, it is our claim upon Christ and His sacrifice.  It is a power to share in His sacrifice and claim its fruits.  Each time we use this power and exercise the priesthood of the faithful, we are claiming further graces won by that sacrifice, and these graces empower us to fulfill God’s claims upon us.


Thus the baptismal character empowers us to fulfill all of God’s claims upon us by giving us a claim upon the fruits of our Lord’s sacrifice.  We cannot give to God the life of worship we owe Him except in the power of our Lord’s sacrifice on the cross.


One of the most basic fruits of our Lord’s sacrifice, then, is our baptismal power to fulfill God’s claims upon us by offering ourselves as the fullness and completion of our Lord’s sacrifice, and thus give God the glory we could give in no other way. 


So the priestly character of all the baptized is not just the privilege of sharing in the sacrifice of Christ.  It brings a most serious responsibility to do so, and thus fulfill God’s claim upon our worship.


As creatures, we owe this worship to God, and God has a just claim upon it, a right to it.  But of ourselves we are unable to give it, because we are sinners in the fallen human race and unacceptable to God.


But what we cannot do of ourselves, we can now do in Christ.  The baptismal character, imprinted upon our person by the sacrament of Baptism, gives us a claim upon the blessings won by the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.  It gives us a claim on the grace and power we need for giving God the full glory and worship we own Him.


That is why I said that what is perhaps the most fundamental effect of our Lord’s sacrifice in us is the baptismal character, which gives us a claim upon all the future fruits of that sacrifice which we need throughout our lives.  And the baptismal character is the power to offer the sacrifice of Jesus, and ourselves as a living sacrifice, the fullness of His sacrifice; for the sacrifice of the cross is complete only when all creatures enter into it and give God the full glory due to Him.


The word “character” was originally a Greek word meaning a seal or other instrument for making an imprint.  Next, the word “character” came to mean that imprint or likeness left by a seal.  The character imprinted upon us by baptism is the likeness of Christ, both priest and victim of sacrifice.  It’s a sharing in Christ’s priesthood and it empowers us to offer the sacrifice of Christ, and ourselves as the fullness of His sacrifice.


The likeness of Christ, priest and victim, imprinted on us in baptism is not static (standing still, as it were).  It is dynamic, a living likeness.  It is the likeness of Christ, in action, offering His sacrifice.  The character is a sharing in Christ’s priestly power.  But a power is meant to go into action.  Only when we are actually using the power, which is our baptismal character, is our likeness to Christ, priest and victim, complete, alive, dynamic.  We are fully configured to Christ only when, by the power of the baptismal character, we are actually offering His sacrifice, and ourselves, as one sacrificial offering with Him. 


And this living likeness to Christ, priest and victim, takes place, not just in the moments we are offering the sacrifice of Christ in the Mass, but in all of our living when all our life and living are offered to God as our spiritual worship, our living sacrifice acceptable to God, in Christ, as the fullness of His own sacrifice.                                                                                                                         
So see to it that your baptismal character, your sharing in the priestly power of Christ, is ever in action.  Your baptismal character is not a static condition, but a dynamic power!  [Use it well!]
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