
THAT THEY MAY BE ONE! 

INTRODUCTION 
Beginning with the way he presided 

at the Requiem Mass for Pope John Paul II 
and conducted his first appearances after 
his election as pope, people encountered 
another personality other than the one they 
thought they knew. This time they were 
seeing an image unfi ltered by any editor - a 
shy, humble, but courageous man, whose 
spontaneous smile exuded warmth, joy, and 

hope. But it was a man who was no longer the 
customs offi cer who had to decide what was 
allowed entrance to the church and what was 
not. He was now Christ's vicar on earth, the 
represen tative of him who is Love.1 

The priestly theology of Pope Benedict 
XVI is one which speaks of life experience. 
It illustrates a man full of love and hope 
for Christ and the who le of humanity. He 
never seems to tire of repeating the need of 
a personal relationship that the priest is to 
have with Christ. For him, the priest is one 
who has tasted, or at least wants to taste, the 

delights of a sweet encounter with C hrist and 
thus longs to share it with humanity. We shall 
here consider briefly how the Holy Father 
expounds on the Sacrament of Holy Orders. 
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THE PRIEST 
To the question, "What is the Sacrament 

of Holy Orders?" the 'Compendium of the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church, which Pope 

Benedict himself redacted, answers that 
Holy Orders is the sacrament through which 
the mission entrusted by Christ to his apostles 
continues to be exercised in the Church until the 
end of time. 2 Such a declaration immediately 
sheds light upon the two principal 

protagonists of each and every call that the 
Lord makes in the Church, that is, the Caller 
and the called, Christ and the candidate to 
whom the call is directed. 

Indeed only Christ is the true priest, 
the others being only his ministers. 3 Christ's 

priesthood is a perfect self-offering to the 
Father and it is in Christ, through Christ and 
with Christ that we effectively offer ourselves 
to the Father. From its very origin, "the 
sacrament of Holy Orders is an expression 
of a particular charism, a gift of the Holy 
Spirit and therefore coming from on high. 
C hrist stands as its origin and, like every 
other charism; it is not si~ply a sociological 
result of the C hurch. It comes from on h igh; 
it is not born of some worldly democracy, 
it is born entirely of Christ .. . for the 
community."4 

"IN PERSONA CHRISTI CAPITIS" 
In the words of the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church, "it is C hrist himself who is 

present in his Church as Head of the Body, 
Shepherd of the flock, High Priest of the 
redemptive sacrifice, Teacher of truth."5 The 

priesthood of the New Testament is no longer 
a question of lineage, as was the case in the 
Old Testament, but of "discovering oneself 
in the mystery of Christ".The mystery of the 
priesthood of the Church lies in the fact that 
we can speak with his "I": in persona C hristi. 
He wishes to exercise his Priesthood through 
us."6 

Furthermore, Maurizio Costa offers us a 

good insight on what the Church means by 
"in persona Christi Capitis", 

It does not mean that the ordained 
minister represents Christ with the intention 
of substituting him, to put himself in his 
Christ's place ... He Christ has not come 
to take the place of some absent God, but 



to make the Father totally present amidst 
man ... Christ wants them the ordained 
ministers to be his sacraments, in the same 
way as he is the sacrament of the Father, to 
be mediators of his unique priesthood, of 
his unique sacrifice, of his unique salvific 
mission; and not only as his intermediaries, 
in the same way as he is the mediator and not 
merely intermediary between the Father and 
humanity.7 

The union which the call gives the priest, 
or seminarian, to Christ is so intense that 
the Pope can only define it as a falling in love8 

with God, a moment of grace which brings 
the human person to an intimate knowledge 
of the God who has revealed his face in Jesus 
Christ.9 The priest is above all a servant of 
others, and he must continually work at being 
a sign pointing to Christ, a docile instrument 
in the Lord's hands ... The priesthood, as 
Saint Augustine said, is amoris officium; it is 
the office of the good shepherd who offers his 
life for his sheep. IO 

INTIMACY WITH CHRIST 
Intimacy with Jesus Christ is in fact, in 

my opinion, the most recurrent theme that 
Pope Benedict seems to repeat when talking 
on or to priests. Such closeness to the sacred 
calls upon the priest to a daily renewal of his 
call so that daily !if e will not dull what is great 
and mysterious II for " ... no one can give what 
he does not personally possess. We cannot 
pass on the Holy Spirit effectively or make 
him perceptible to others unless we ourselves 
are close to him we ourselves need to remain 
within the radius of the Holy Spirit's breath, 
in contact with him."12 

The need for a personal relationship with 
Christ is evermore urgent in this dispersed 
contemporary world. The apostolic mission 
which the priest is entrusted must be the 
result of an encounter with Christ who, says 
the Pope, wants to use your lips, and your 
hands, your spirit of sacrifice and your tal.ent. 13 

The Holy Father's pleading to priests is thus 
to immerse yourselves in his love, and give him 
your love! 14 

NOURISHING SUCH INTIMACY 
This relationship with Christ needs to 

be nourished ever day; it demands that we 
be dependent on Christ. The Holy Father 
himself provides some secrets. In order to keep 
close to Christ, we must meditate on his Word 
wherein we talk to him and he talks to us. This 
listening, walking in the environment of the 
Word must be transformed into a response 

in prayer15
, in the Bl.essed Sacrament of the 

Eucharist in which he comes to us and enters . 
us, and also in the Sacrament of Penance which 
purifies us of the daily grimes that daily life 
deposits on us. The Pope also mentions paying 
attention to carrying out human tasks well and 
also to respect our neighbour. Finally, he also 
mentions a sensitivity for good initiatives. 16 

The secret of holiness, says Pope Benedict, is 
friendship with Christ and faithful obedience to 
his will.17 

METAPHORS AND IMAGES 
Being a very liturgical person, Pope 

Benedict often illustrates his theology with 
the use of images and metaphors, of which we 
shall consider a few. 

HANDS 
The first image the Holy Father uses 

to explain the servile / intimate dimension 
of the priest of Christ is the use of hands. 
Through the ancient rite of the imposition of 
hands, Christ says to the Ordinand, you belong 
to me you are under the protection of my hands 
of my heart. 18 Being an instrument of human 
action, Christ wants our hands so that they may 
become his own in the world so they can pass on 

his divine touch. 19 

Jesus says to his disciples, "I do not call 
you servants any longer, because the servant 
does not know what the master is doing; but I 
have called you friends, because I have made 
known to you everything that I have heard from 
my Father ." {John 15, 15) The laying on of 
hands in the ordination rite is the liturgical 
action by which the Lord makes us his friends, 
entrusting himself to us, thereby enabling us 
to share his thought and will.20 Learn to think 
as Christ thought, says the Pope, I.earn to think 
with him a thinking of the heart that we ourselves 
enter in vital contact with God. 21 The Pope has 
a word of hope for the clergy of today who 
might feel themselves too shaken by this 
disrupted world: God never fails. 22 

VESTMENTS 
In the administration of the sacraments, 

the priest acts and speaks "in persona Chirsti", 
he speaks for the Other, for Christ, giving 
ourselves to him as he gave himself for us. 23 This 
"putting on of Christ", as Pope Benedict calls 
it, takes place at every Mass by the putting on 
of liturgical vestments. This demands entering 
ever anew into the "yes" of our office - into that 
"no longer I" of Baptism which Ordination to the 
priesthood gives to us in a new way and at the 
same time asks of us. 24 

The Pope first speaks of the amice which 
represents the priest's total concentration in 
Christ: my heart must open itself docil.ely to the 
Word of God and be recoll.ected in the prayer 
of the Church.25 He then speaks of the alb 
and stol.e, which are festive robes reminding 
us of that text in the Book of Revelations 
mentioning the washing of the robes in the 
Blood of the Lamb thus making them white 
and shining like light (cf. Rev. 7, 14). The 
"Blood of the Lamb" is the love of the Crucified 
Christ. It is this love that makes our dirty 
clothes white, that makes our clouded spirit true 
and bright, that transforms us, despite all our 
shadows, into "" the light of the Lord. "26 Finally 
he also mentions the chasubl.e representing the 
yoke of the Lord. It recalls the words of Jesus 
who invites us to take his yoke upon us and to 
learn from him who is gentle and lowly in heart 
(Mt 11, 29). 

ANGELS 
The Holy Father speaks of the priestly 

ministry by the metaphor of angels too. In 
the Pope's own words, the Angel is a creature 
who stands before God. Angels are God's 
messengers; they bring God to men; they open 
heaven and thus open earth .27 

Bishops28, notices Pope Benedict, already 
in the Book of Revelation were called 
"angels" of their church. Indeed Bishops must 
be men of God; they must live oriented to God; 
multum orat pro populo.19 Like Michael they 
must protect the people of God leading them 
to find joy off aith and to learn to discern the 
spirits; to accept good and reject evil; to remain 
and increasingly to become , by virtue of the 
hope of faith , people who love in communion 
with God-Love.30 Like Gabriel they must be 
messengers of God's Incarnation by firstly 
making their own flesh availabl.e to him, give 
him the matter of the world and of their lives 
Enter into union with Christ yourselves assume 
Gabriel' s role: to bring Christ's call to man. 31 

Like Raphael he is entrusted with the task 
of healing men and women ever anew to the 
reconcil.ed power of Christ's love because man is 
in need of truth and love above all things.32 

MAGI 
The evangelical passage of the Wise 

Men sheds light upon the fact that the call to 
priesthood, like any other call in the Church, 
is a journey wherein a personal encounter 
with Christ is longed for. Addressing 
seminarians in Cologne, Pope Benedict 
speaks of the seminary as a significant time in 
the life of the follower of Jesus.33 In the simile of 
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the Magi's journey, the Pope seems to capture 
the very nature of every vocation, especially 
that of the priesthood. He says, "The Magi set 
out because of a deep desire which prompted 
them to leave everything and begin a journey. 

It was as though they had always been waiting 
for that star. It was as if the journey had 
always been a part of their destiny, and was 
finally about to begin. "34 

The more you discover him the more you 
are moved w seek him, says the Pope, until 

the encounter becomes adoration, that is, 
a standing in the presence of the Lord and 
thereafter willing to serve him.35 

THE GOOD SHEPHERD 
Lastly, the Good Shepherd image 

probably explains best the nature of the 

Priesthood of Jesus Christ of which all the 
rest partake. As Peter makes clear in his first 
epistle, Jesus is the Chief Shepherd of the flock 
which is the Church (cf. 1 Pt 5, 4). Through 
the Sacrament of Ordination the priest is totally 
inserted into Christ so that by starting from 
him and acting in his sight he may carry out in 

communion with him the service of Jesus , the one 
Shepherd. 36 

Jesus' attitude must be the only attitude 
which the priest knows and lives. The words 
of Jesus - I know my own and my own know 
me, just as the Father knows me and I know 
the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep 
(John 10, 14-15) - should not be a mere 
intellectual knowledge but of a profound personal 
relationship; a knowledge of the heart of one who 
loves and one who is loved; of one who is faithful 
and one who knows how to be trustworthy. 37 

The Pope's words on the Shepherd speak of 
a very intimate relationship which he seems 

to embrace with God. For Christians, the 
Shepherd is "the image of the One who set 
out to seek his lost sheep: humanity; the 
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image of the One who follows us even into 
our deserts and confusion; the image of the 
One who took upon his shoulders the lost 
sheep, which is humanity, and carried it 
home."38 

CELEBRATOR OF SACRAMENTS 
The priest is called to holiness; he is 

called to communicate the Holy Spirit's 
breath39 which befriends us to God and makes 
us share in his divine life. Pope Benedict 
talks very often of the priest as one standing 
in a total and exclusive devotion40 before God, 
thereby making himself available to serve 
him. In the Sacraments, the celebrant stands 

before God and before the Assembly as an 
alter Christus to make visible God's invisible 
grace.41 

We shall consider here two particular 
sacraments, often referred to in the priestly 
discourse of the Pope, which illustrate further 
the essential nature of the priesthood. 

EUCHARIST 
For Pope Benedict, the Eucharist is a 

sine qua non in the priest's life. It lies at the 
centre of a life dedicated totally to God. For 

him, the centrality of God means to be with 
Christ in daily Mass, always celebrated with deep 
interior participation.41 An active participation 
(by both celebrant and community) makes 
the Eucharist the sign par excellence denoting 
community, communion, commitment and 
oneness. 

"Through the Eucharist, the Lord not 

only gives himself to his own but also gives 
them the reality of a new communion among 
themselves The disciples become his dwelling 
place which, as history unfolds, grows like 
the new and the living temple of God in 
this world Immediately after the Institution 

of the Sacrament, Jesus spoke of what being 

disciples means in the new community: it is 
a commitment of service, just as he himself is 
among them as the One who serves."43 

The Eucharist, as a sign of communion, 
not only unites the whole body of Christ that is 

the Church, but, as the Holy Father points out, 
also un ites the ordained amongst themselves.44 

PENANCE 
The priest is a minister of forgiveness and 

evil can be overcome only by forgiveness .45 For the 
Pope, the suffering love of Christ has the power 
to destroy evil and it is through this suffering 
love that priests draw the power to forgive.46 

Moreover, the Sacrament of Penance speaks of 
the peace that Christ brings into the world, for 
when the Lord says this "peace to you", he does 
not give something, but he gives himself. Indeed he 
himself is peace (cf. Eph 2, 14).47 

CONCLUSION 
The whole of the Pope's Magisterium on 

the Ordained Ministry, arrived at through a 
life's worth of experiences, is summed up in 

the simple yet profound words of Don Andrea 
Santoro, which he quoted at the end of the 
homily of Chrism Mass of 2006. "I am here to 

dwell among these people and enable Jesus to 
do so by lending him my flesh .... One becomes 
capable of salvation only by offering one's own 

flesh. The evil in the world must be borne and 
the pain shared, assimilating it into one's own 

flesh as did Jesus".48 

Jesus assumed our flesh, the Pope says, let 
us give him our own. In this way he can come 
into the world and transform it.49 In the Priestly 

O rdination, particularly in the laying on of 
hands, the encounter between two freedoms comes 
into being, making Christ and the Ordinand one 

at heart - burning with the fire of the Gospel 
and the joy of the Lord indwelling in h im - and 
thus the priest becomes a servant of joy.50 
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