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The special “Year for Priests” announced by Pope Benedict, came as an encouraging surprise. 

Pope Benedict evidently wishes us to visit again the example of St Jean-Baptiste Marie Vianney, the Curé d’Ars (1786-1859), the patron saint of parish clergy. In his Letter announcing the Year for Priests, issued on the Solemnity of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, he quoted the Curé as repeating often:

“The priesthood is the love of the heart of Jesus.”

The Curé, whilst being very humble himself, understood the stupendous value of God’s endowment of priesthood: “A good shepherd, a pastor after God’s heart, is the greatest treasure which the good Lord can grant to a parish, and one of the most precious gifts of divine mercy.”

It is gratifying to feel that the role of priests is to receive some appreciation. In recent years, any mention of the importance of priests has been repeatedly put down by dire warnings of “clericalism”, and the need for ever more “lay collaboration”. Worse, because of a tiny minority of priests committing diabolical acts of child abuse, the media have tarred all Catholic priests with “guilt by association”, undermining our morale and confidence. We welcome this Papal morale booster.


Emphasizing the value of the priesthood does not mean denying lay collaboration and responsibility within the church. The Church would look pretty stupid without the laity, and would soon cease to exist! The laity’s primary task is to be apostles of Christ to a secular culture. Secondly they assist priests in running the parishes, in catechizing, in pastoral care of the sick, the handicapped, the bereaved….
In his Year for Priests inaugural letter, Pope Benedict recalls Vatican II, encouraging priests “to be sincere in their appreciation and promotion of the dignity of the laity and of the special role they have to play in the Church’s mission”. It is the priest’s duty to discern and foster the charisms which the Holy Spirit pours out upon the lay faithful.

So, far from a regression to the nineteenth century, the Pope’s letter urges priests’ cooperation with the new movements in the Church: 


“ I would like to invite all priests …… to welcome the new springtime which the Spirit is now bringing about in the Church, not least through the ecclesial movements and the new communities. In his gifts the Spirit is multifaceted… He breathes where he wills. He does so unexpectedly, in unexpected places, and in ways previously unheard of… but he also shows us that he works with a view to the one body and in the unity of the one body”.


Some of the Pope’s quotations from the Curé d’Ars are striking and a little frightening: 
“O, how great is the priest! … If he realized what he is, he would die… God obeys him: he utters a few words and the Lord descends from heaven at his voice, to be contained within a small host…”

“Without the Sacrament of Holy Orders, we would not have the Lord. Who put him there in that tabernacle? The priest. Who welcomed your soul at the beginning of your life? The priest. Who feeds your soul and gives it strength for its journey? The priest. Who will prepare it to appear before God, bathing it one last time in the blood of Jesus Christ? The priest, always the priest. And if this soul should happen to die [as a result of sin], who will raise it up, who will restore its calm and peace? Again, the priest… After God, the priest is everything! … Only in heaven will he fully realize what he is”.


Every Mass is an immeasurably greater miracle than Jesus’ feeding of the five thousand with five barley loaves and two fish, which is related in this weekend’s Gospel. By the Sea of Galilee, the crowds were supplied with bodily food, multiplied beyond measure. In the Mass, God comes down upon the altar in disguise, and many millions worldwide are nourished with heavenly food, the panis angelorum. 

The insight that we do not understand how noble, how great the priesthood is, seems to be a recurrent theme of the Curé:

“Were we to fully realize what a priest is on earth, we would die: not of fright, but of love… Without the priest, the passion and death of our Lord would be of no avail. It is the priest who continues the work of redemption on earth… What use would be a house filled with gold, were there no one to open its door? The priest holds the key to the treasures of heaven: it is he who opens the door: he is the steward of the good Lord; the administrator of his goods … Leave a parish for twenty years without a priest, and they will end by worshipping the beasts there … The priest is not a priest for himself, he is a priest for you”. (The Curé of Ars, St Jean-Baptiste Marie Vianney)

At first sight, the phrasing of such sentiments can seem “over the top.” Yet, as I celebrate my Silver Jubilee of ordination, there come to mind various friends who went through seminary with me and were ordained, but are no longer working as priests. Perhaps these words of the Curé might have dissuaded some from abandoning the sacred ministry.
Others might worry that such praise of the priesthood risks a return to clericalism and undue privilege. The Curé is simply underlining the immense spiritual gift which the priesthood is to the Church. God dispenses his greatest gifts through fallible and sinful men.

The purpose of the year for Priests is not a renaissance of clericalism – far from it – but a spiritual renewal for priests. It is “meant to deepen the commitment of all priests to interior renewal for the sake of a stronger and more incisive witness to the Gospel in today’s world.”

By his personal example, St John Vianney taught a deep reverence for Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament:  “One need not say much to pray well. We know that Jesus is there in the tabernacle: let us open our hearts to him, let us rejoice in his sacred presence. That is the best prayer.” His spirituality was centred upon the Holy Mass, and the way he celebrated left a profound impression upon those present. 

The Mass was all-important: “All good works, taken together, do not equal the sacrifice of the Mass, since they are human works, while the Holy Mass is the work of God”. 

If a priest loses interest or devotion for the Mass, his whole ministry suffers: “The reason why a priest is lax is that he does not pay attention to the Mass! My God, how we ought to pity a priest who celebrates as if he were engaged in something routine!” 
“The thing that keeps us priests from gaining sanctity” - he used to say - “is thoughtlessness. It annoys us to turn our minds away from external affairs; we don't know what we really ought to do. What we need is deep reflection, together with prayer and an intimate union with God.” (quoted in Pope John XXIII’s second Encyclical, Sacerdotii Nostri Primordia of 1959)
The Eucharistic presence, drawing us to God, increases awareness of our own unworthiness, and of our need to resort to the sacrament of Penance. The Curé is famous for spending up to sixteen hours a day in the confessional, absolving penitents from all over Europe: “It is not the sinner who returns to God to beg his forgiveness, but God himself who runs after the sinner and makes him return to him.” “I will tell you my recipe: I give sinners a small penance and the rest I do in their place.”

Thus he helped people “to rediscover the meaning and beauty of the sacrament of Penance.”  The obscure little village of Ars, in the marshes some thirty milesfrom Lyons, became “a great hospital of souls.”  

When these days we sit in our confessionals for half an hour on Saturdays, and if week after week hardly anybody comes, it is difficult not to get discouraged.  Yet, says Benedict, “Priests ought never to be resigned to empty confessionals or the apparent indifference of the faithful to this sacrament.” 
He understood the devastation which sin wreaks in souls: "If we had the faith to see a soul in mortal sin, we would die of fright." Yet according to John XXIIII, he felt more anguish at sinners’ disregard for divine love, than at the sufferings of souls who have remained attached to their sins in hell; “My friend” - he once said to an over-casual penitent  - “I am weeping because you are not.” 

The Curé lamented that “The great misfortune for us parish priests is that our souls grow tepid.” Not so much that the priest himself falls into committing deadly sins, but that he “can grow dangerously inured to the state of sin or of indifference in which so many of his flock are living.” Parish clergy do not have the supports available in monasteries or religious community life, as Aquinas noted: “It is harder to lead a good life in the work of caring for souls, because of the external dangers involved.” 
Perhaps CT readers would generously pray this Year, that Benedict XVI’s intentions for priests may be actualized “In the footsteps of the Curé of Ars, let yourselves be enthralled by Christ.  In this way you too will be, for the world in our time, heralds of hope, reconciliation and peace!” 

