PRIESTHOOD: ON MY GOLDEN JUBILEE


By Father William Lynn, S.J.





	June 20th will mark the fiftieth anniversary of my ordination to the priesthood. Eight days later, the Mass of Thanksgiving that I offered in my hometown, Rocky Mount, North Carolina, turned out to be something of a nightmare. The seeds were sewn one year earlier when I received a letter from a Jesuit priest, Fr. James Duffy, to whom I was deeply indebted. He asked if he might preach at my first Mass. That request put me on the spot. On the one hand, I did not want to refuse him because he had been very good to me; but on the other hand, I knew that he was a rather blunt person, and I did not know what he might say. I would have to take my chances, so I replied thanking him for his kind offer, and asking him to keep in mind that I have many non-Catholic relatives who had heard many wild things said about Catholic priests. 





	When the day finally came, the sermon went well, until near the end. Then, imitating the grandiloquent style of Jean-Baptiste Larcordaire’s famous sermon on the priest, Fr. Duffy turned himself fully toward me, stretched out his arms in an expansive gesture, and with a thundering and emotion laden voice, proclaimed, “O priest of God, you are more mighty than God Himself. At the consecration of the Mass, you stand at the sacred altar holding a small white host in your hand. It is only bread, but at your word, at your command, the Son of God Himself obeys, comes down from Heaven, and changes the bread into His own Body and Blood.





[An omitted section:  In the Sacrament of Penance, a sinner who has merited the direst pains of Hell, kneels at your feet recounting the pitiful tale of his sin. He knows well that by his wicked deeds he has justly merited everlasting punishments, but what will you say? He waits anxiously, for it is your word that will decide his eternal fate. Will you show mercy and absolve, or will you require greater signs of repentance? Heaven and Earth hold their breath as you ponder. Then you raise your hand  and with trembling voice pronounce those awesome words, “Ego te absolvo a peccatis tuis, in nomine Patris et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.” You have decided and God does your bidding. In the same way Fr. Duffy showed how in other cases as well God Himself obeys the word of the priest. Of course, I understood the element of truth in what he was saying, but] 





I could not help wondering what my bewildered non-Catholic relatives were thinking of all this. 





	I did not have long to wait. After Mass, my cousin’s husband, Jack Brake, took me to their home for a festive dinner. Jack was a very good man, but he was a Baptist, and Baptists hear a lot of strange things about Catholic priests. No sooner had we driven away from the Church than Jack said to me: “Billy, what in the world did they do to you to make you more mighty than God himself?” I squirmed and sweated, hesitated, and finally stammered out the best answer I could come up with, “You mustn’t take Fr. Duffy’s words too literally,” I said. “As preachers sometimes do, he made a shocking statement to get your attention, and to bring out a point he wanted to make. He did get your attention, didn’t he?” Thank God Jack Brake was too polite to ask me to display my recently acquired power, greater than that of God Himself. That was my first solemn Mass. You can see how already I was faced with an identity crisis. Who was I, as a priest? Was I, as Fr. Duffy eloquently proclaimed, really more mighty than God Himself? What is a priest?





	I would like to describe the priest in a more modest, and yet a truly marvelous way. We begin by noting the most astonishing truth of the Christian faith, namely, that God, out of love for humankind, has sent His own eternal Son into our world to become a member of our human family, truly human as we are human. The Son came with the mission to unite all humankind to himself, and through that close union with Himself, to unite all humankind to His heavenly Father. Because of God’s purely spiritual nature, our bodily eyes cannot see Him, but in Christ God has become visible, so that we sense-bound creatures may be able to know our God in our own human way. More than that, Christ Our Lord has united us so intimately with Himself that we become with Him one mystical body, one marvelous living organism, of which He is the head and we His members. Because of this marvelous arrangement, the benefits of the incarnation are not limited only to those who could see Christ with their bodily eyes during His life on earth. Through His mystical Body, the Church, Christ remains visibly present and active in our world to the end of time. It is especially through the sacraments that Christ acts visibly and effectively among us today. And it is through the sacrament of Holy Order that the priest is consecrated to be a visible representative of Christ the Head and shepherd of His people. 





	Because of the special configuration to Christ that the priest receives through the sacrament of Holy Order (PO 2), we can say, with Pope John Paul II, that in a very real sense the priest is made a living sacrament of Christ, or, as they say in the East, an eikon of Christ. Now it belongs to the nature of a sacrament to be a visible sign of invisible grace. That is true of the priest. He is consecrated to be a visible sign of Christ Head and Shepherd of His people. But a sacrament is not a merely passive or signifying sign of grace. It effectively causes that grace to be present. This is also true of the priest. He is the visible instrument through whom Christ in a special way makes Himself present and acts for the benefit of His people. As St. Augustine said long ago, “When Peter baptizes, Christ baptizes.” We may add, “And when Fr. Smith baptizes, Christ baptizes.” Something similar can be said of the priest’s role in other sacraments. 





	Under the signs of the sacraments administered by the priest, Christ acts in marvelous ways in our world today. During the liturgy of the Mass, when the priest pronounces the words of consecration, “This is my body… This is my blood,” he speaks the words of Christ, acting in the person of Christ, who by these words makes the bread and wine to be what His word declares them to be, truly His body and truly His blood. In the sacrament of penance, when the priest absolves the penitent from his sins, it is Christ who absolves. Whenever in carrying out his sacred ministry, the priest speaks and acts in the person of Christ and by His authority, Christ acts through him to pour spiritual blessings upon His people. Our Divine Lord says to the priest the same words that He spoke to His apostles, “He who hears you, hears me; he who despises you, despises me.” It is for these reasons that we can say that a priest is consecrated to be a living sacrament of Christ the Head and Shepherd. 





	The words and actions of the priest should always point to Christ. When they do, the priest can be a source of great blessings for his people; when they do not, the priest can do incredible harm. The task that is placed upon every priest is to make sure that his words are always the words that Christ wishes to speak through him, and that his actions are always the actions that Christ wishes to do through him. 





	Some people reject the notion that the priest can be called a living sacrament of Christ because they fear that this would lead to an outlandish glorification of the priest, as if the priest were truly another Christ, when in fact he is a very frail and fallible human being. 





	But there is no danger that a priest will entertain too grand a notion of himself, if he keeps always before his eyes the true image of Christ that he is trying to show forth, that is, Him who was meek and humble of heart, who came not to be served but to serve and to give His life for the many (Mk. 10.45), and who urged us to have no other ambition than that of making ourselves the last of all, the least of all, the lowest of all, and the servant of all (Mk. 9.35; 10.43-44; Lk. 9.48; Jn. 13.24-25). If the priest tries to resemble Christ in these ways, no one will ever complain of his efforts to be a living sacrament of Christ.





