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A Theology of 
Priesthood for the 

Corporate Good 
of the Church

Dear Friends of the Catholic Faith,

I hope that as many Catholics as possible will be interested in 
these reflections on priesthood. What I am offering here is not, 
however, my own subjective opinions; no one called to priestly 
ministry could build his life on those. God alone is our founda-
tion, and it is his word that we must listen to.

The Sources from 
which Our Faith Springs

Theology is not about all the notions and different opinions 
about God. Instead, what it deals with is God’s self-revelation 
in Jesus Christ, his Word, which became flesh (cf. Jn 1:14). It 
goes without saying that sacred scripture is not of  merely histor-
ical importance for the theology of  the priesthood. Rather, it 
represents the inexhaustible source from which the word of  
God flows like a river of  living water, making the Church’s soil 
fertile. The apostolic tradition, which is indissolubly linked to sacred 
scripture, “takes the word of  God entrusted by Christ the Lord 
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and the Holy Spirit to the apostles, and hands it on to their 
successors in its full purity, so that led by the light of  the Spirit 
of  truth, they may in proclaiming it preserve this word of  God 
faithfully, explain it, and make it more widely known” (DV 9).

The decisions of  the popes and councils on questions of  the 
doctrine and life of  priests are not a norm imposed on us from 
outside. We Catholics understand the magisterium of  the pope 
and of  the bishops in communion with him as an authority that 
is a crucial component in the transmission of  revelation. The 
Church’s magisterium has been vested by the exalted Lord in 
the Holy Spirit with the gift of  infallibility when teaching on 
questions of  faith and morals.

The apostles and doctors of  the Church have from the 
beginning right up to recent times provided the model for any 
spiritually fruitful theology and pastoral care.

The Church has been given wellsprings of  theological and 
pastoral inspiration that will never run dry in immortal works 
by the Church Fathers on the pastoral office of  priests. To begin 
with, there are the three pastoral letters of  St. Paul to Timothy 
and Titus, which present and describe a prototype of  the min-
istry and life of  bishops and priests. Paul points the way equally 
clearly in the farewell speech he addresses to the “elders” of  
the church of  Ephesus gathered in Miletus (cf. Acts 20:17–38). 
From among the classic writings on priesthood I would like to 
mention here only the Second Theological Oration of  Gregory 
of  Nazianzus, which he wrote in 362 in connection with his 
attempted flight from accepting priestly office. Alongside this are 
the famous six books by St. John Chrysostom “On the Priest-
hood” written in about AD 385. These have over and over again 
been a source of  orientation for me. And to a certain extent they 
were what encouraged me to write the present letters, too. All 
this is great spiritual reading of  the sort that should regularly 
accompany both seminarians as they prepare for their sacred 
vocation and priests in their spiritual exercises.

We priests, religious, and laity can find an introduction to 
the piety and reverence of  the celebration of  the sacrifice of  the 
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Mass in St. Cyril’s Fifth Mystagogic Catechesis, which is addressed 
to the newly baptized and was given in the Church of  the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem in AD 348. Every year in the Daily 
Office for Weeks 24 and 25 we read St. Augustine’s famous Ser-
mon 46, De pastoribus. And who would not treasure St. Gregory 
the Great’s Regula pastoralis, written in AD 591? Throughout the 
Middle Ages it served both priests and bishops as a mirror for 
their ministry. To this day, it provides the deep spirituality of  a 
good shepherd after the image of  the high priest Jesus Christ.1

A person may be able to quote all the relevant biblical pas-
sages, have studied the development of  the official theology in 
the Church Fathers and Scholasticism, and know where to look 
up the decisions of  the magisterium, but if  that person does not 
hear the voice of  Jesus saying to him personally, not to one of  his 
neighbors: “Follow me. I am sending you,” then he will remain 
a cold iron from which the spark of  apostolic zeal for the house 
of  God will never spring. But what we want is for people to be 
reminded when they see us at work, as they once were with Jesus, 
of  the words of  scripture:

Zeal for your house will consume me. ( Jn 2:17)

Faith Comes from 
Hearing and Is Reasonable

The Blessed Cardinal John Henry Newman (1801–1890) intro-
duced existential needs into the somewhat abstract scholastic 
theology of  his time. The motto on his coat of  arms was: Cor 
ad cor loquitur. We do not believe in dogmas about the faith but 
rather in the living God who reveals himself  to us in his Word 
(the Logos of  God) and loves us in his Spirit. This does not 
contradict the Creed and the deep intellectual penetration of  
it in theology. There is, however, an irreversible sequence from 
auditus fidei to intellectus fidei. Faith comes from hearing the word 
of  God (Rom 10:17), which we understand in the light of  the 
Holy Spirit and accept in faith (lumen fidei ), whereas theology 
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is pursued with the light of  natural reason as a science (lumen 
naturale). But it is reason illuminated by faith (ratio fide illustrata) 
that endows Christians with a rational and by no means blind 
faith and equips them with a reason that is not rationalistically 
restricted or a “weak reason” (obsequium rationabile).

Committed to the Head 
of the Church, Jesus Christ

Throughout the forty years of  my ministry in the Church I have 
been moved over and over again by the words of  the apostle 
in the light of  the glory of  Christ, who transforms us all into 
his own image (2 Cor 3:18). Paul says of  himself  and all the 
other apostles: “Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we 
are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart. We have 
renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to prac-
tise cunning or to falsify God’s word; but by the open statement 
of  the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of  every-
one in the sight of  God” (2 Cor 4:1f.).

When asked whether, after various experiences, some of  
them disappointing, I would offer myself  for ordination again 
today, I reply with God’s help and St. Paul as my model and 
witness: “I know the one in whom I have put my trust, and I am 
sure that he is able to guard until that day what I have entrusted 
to him” (2 Tim 1:12).

Putting up with the human limitations of  one’s superiors is 
often a hard test of  faith. The same goes, the other way round, 
for others with respect to us, too. But at the center of  my Creed 
stands Christ, who has gained the Church for himself  as his 
“holy” bride (cf. Eph 5:27). When we examine our consciences, 
no one, from curate to cardinal, can escape the daily plea: “And 
forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted 
to us” (cf. Lk 11:4).

Ultimately it is not human beings but God alone that we 
have to answer to. The leaders of  the Church, who “are keeping 
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watch over” the faithful (as shepherds) (cf. Heb 13:17), will one 
day have to give account of  their proclamation of  the word of  
God, their faith, and the example they have set or failed to set to 
the faithful (cf. Heb 13:7, 17, 24). But “with fear and trembling” 
(Phil 2:12) as to my salvation, I do not give up hope that when 
the surely long list of  my omissions is read out, I might in the 
end nevertheless hear the undeserved judgment: “[Y]ou have 
been trustworthy in a few things [. . .]; enter into the joy of  your 
master” (Mt 25:23).

However, what most priests are seeking at this moment in 
the history of  the world and the Church is not first and fore-
most theological instruction on the origins and essence, tasks and 
functions of  the priesthood. What they sorely miss is spiritual 
encouragement amid all the stresses and strains of  offering everyday 
pastoral care over vast parochial areas—even more so in face 
of  the global denial of  the possibility of  knowing the truth and 
of  its being necessary for one’s salvation. None other than the 
Lord himself  reassures us: “In the world you face persecution. 
But take courage; I have conquered the world!” ( Jn 16:33).

It is therefore by no means a waste of  time for us to reassure 
ourselves “carefully” (Lk 1:3)—as St. Luke does in his double 
work of  gospel and Acts—of  the foundations of  our faith in Jesus 
Christ. This also goes analogously for our vocation, mission, and 
authorization for the salvific ministry that we as ordained priests 
exercise in the person of  Christ, the head of  the Church. For it 
is in his name that bishops and priests are to instruct the faithful 
with the word of  God and sanctify them through the grace of  his 
sacraments. To “sanctify” someone does not mean—along the 
lines of  some cheap caricature of  piety—alienating people from 
those around them and their work. The faithful are healed and 
sanctified through a true knowledge and love of  God, which also 
includes loving one’s neighbor and taking responsibility for the 
world, so as to do “good works, which God prepared beforehand 
to be our way of  life” (Eph 2:10). As good shepherds they lead 
the People of  God on their pilgrimage “amid the persecutions of  
the world and the consolations of  God” (Augustine, Civ. 18,51,2) 
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to eternal life. For, as successors of  the apostles, priests should 
be thought of  “as servants of  Christ and stewards of  God’s 
mysteries” of  whom it is required “that they should be found 
trustworthy” (1 Cor 4:1f.).

As a bishop and cardinal of  the Roman Church, I would 
also like to stress today what the apostle Paul writes to Timo-
thy, the prototype successor to the apostles. Let these words be 
commended to bishops, presbyters/priests, and all the faithful 
in the parishes:

Let the elders ( presbyteroi ) who rule well be consid-
ered worthy of  double honour, especially those who 
labour in preaching and teaching. (1 Tim 5:17)

First and foremost, I would like to offer encouragement to 
carry out your work in the Lord’s vineyard quietly and calmly, 
with gratitude and joy. In a prayer that follows the Promise of  
the Elect and precedes the Litany of  Supplication, the bishop 
ardently commends those called to priesthood to God’s grace: 
“May God who has begun the good work in you bring it to 
fulfillment.”

The Lord will not be sparing with praise for his faithful 
servant and the wise steward of  his property. He rewards us by 
including us in his thanks to the Father. At every celebration of  
the Eucharist we give thanks in faith through, with, and in Jesus 
Christ for the “hope [that] does not disappoint us, because God’s 
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit 
that has been given to us” (Rom 5:5). “All priests, in union with 
bishops, […] share in one and the same priesthood and ministry 
of  Christ” (PO 7).

Therefore bishops should regard their priests as brothers 
and friends; and the latter should find in their bishop a paternal 
friend. For already since Patristic times, the bishop has been 
called antonomastice sacerdos quasi summus sacerdos (Thomas Aquinas, 
Quodlibeta III q.6 ad 1). The priests’ material and especially their 
spiritual welfare should be a concern close to the bishop’s heart, 
for “above all upon the bishops rests the heavy responsibility for 
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the sanctity of  their priests” (PO 7). In the communion of  the 
priesthood, older priests should support their younger confreres 
with help and advice and by no means despise their youth (cf. 
1 Tim 4:12).

As already mentioned, there is certainly no lack of  learned 
studies on the biblical foundation and the dogmatic develop-
ment of  the Sacrament of  Orders in the faith awareness of  the 
Church. After all, we have a summary of  magisterial statements 
on the “Ministry and Life of  Priests” in the declarations of  
the Second Vatican Council. The decree Presbyterorum Ordinis 
(7.12.1965) must be read and expounded within the broad per-
spective of  the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen 
Gentium), especially of  Chapter 3, “The Hierarchical Structure 
of  the Church and in Particular the Episcopate” (21.11.1964). 
Unlike previous councils and papal doctrinal decisions, which 
had merely defended and defined individual constitutive ele-
ments of  the Sacrament of  Orders against errors, this constitu-
tion offers a positive and integrative overview. The synopsis of  
the most important magisterial statements on priesthood in Part 
II of  the Catechism of  the Catholic Church is also helpful: Section II 
deals with the seven sacraments of  the Church.

At a time when the sacramental priesthood was being ques-
tioned most, the Council of  Trent had defended the true and 
Catholic doctrine of  the Sacrament of  Orders in its Decretum 
de sacramento ordinis (15.07.1563). However, the Council Fathers 
confined themselves to defending the essential elements of  the 
Catholic priesthood that were being called into question with-
out presenting an overall positive and integral synthesis of  the 
Church’s teaching on the Sacrament of  Orders.

The main topics were the institution of  the priesthood by 
Christ, the various degrees of  orders ranging from bishop, pres-
byter and (sub-)deacon to the minor orders, the sacramental 
nature of  ordination and the resultant ecclesiastical hierarchy, 
along with the special powers of  the priest with respect to the 
Sacrament of  Penance and the offering of  the eucharistic sacri-
fice. No less significant were the Council’s resolutions on reform 
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of  the clerical office, especially its promotion of  the residency 
requirement which distinguishes the good shepherd from the 
hireling. The good shepherd lives with his flock and accompa-
nies it.

The Decretum de reformatione begins with a basic description 
of  the nature and mission of  priestly ministry: “Whereas it is 
by divine precept enjoined on all to whom the cure of  souls is 
committed to know their own sheep; to offer sacrifice for them; 
and, by the preaching of  the divine word, by the administration 
of  the sacraments, and by the example of  all good works, to feed 
them; to have a fatherly care of  the poor and of  other distressed 
persons, and to apply themselves to all other pastoral duties.” 
Important, too, is the Roman Catechism (1566), which encap-
sulates the Council of  Trent’s ideal of  the bishop and priest in 
the image of  the good shepherd and indefatigable pastor.

Here we are in the midst of  the sixteenth-century contro-
versies with Martin Luther, Huldrych Zwingli, and Jean Calvin. 
The same topics continue to be relevant to reaching an ecumen-
ical understanding on the nature and mission of  the Church 
even today. This includes carefully determining the relationship 
between the universal or shared priesthood of  all believers and 
the sacramental priesthood of  the pastors of  the Church.

Sticking Together 
in Times of Crisis

I believe that it belongs to our service of  the Church for us bish-
ops, priests, and deacons to strengthen one another both spiri-
tually and as human beings. This takes place through reflecting 
on the fundamentals of  the Sacrament of  Orders in the light of  
our experiences in our spiritual life and pastoral work. Model-
ing ourselves, as we all do, on Christ, the good shepherd of  his 
sheep, the universal mediator of  salvation, and the high priest 
of  the new covenant, we, too, should share our hopes and cares 
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like brothers. Yet we do not shun solitude, where the soul finds 
peace (shalom) and bliss (beatitudo) in God.

Isolation, however, is something quite different and noth-
ing short of  nihilistic despair. Here all of  us are responsible 
for making sure that none of  our confreres loses his faith in 
God, his optimism, and a healthy self-confidence. “How very 
good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity! […] 
For there the Lord ordained his blessing, life for evermore” (Ps 
133:1–3). By sharing in prayer and good conversation we protect 
ourselves against resignation and the travesty of  its opposite, 
namely mindless routine. What wears us down even more is the 
cynicism that arises from tedium and disappointment, which 
can easily turn into a contempt for the faithful and weariness 
of  the Church. The temptation to give up on oneself  spiritually 
and intellectually rises up from the abyss of  doubting God’s 
faithfulness. It devours the holy zeal with which we began the 
good work (cf. Phil 1:6).

But the words of  the Lord hold true: “The rain fell, the 
floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it 
did not fall, because it had been founded on rock” (Mt 7:25). 
Let us pray over and over again in times of  doubt, when we feel 
abandoned by God and man: “Blessed be the Lord, my rock” 
(Ps 144:1).

The rock upon which our priesthood stands is Jesus Christ. 
He is not just some prophet or other, much less a false Messiah. 
Jesus of  Nazareth, “the son of  Mary” (Mk 6:3), is “Jesus Christ, 
the Son of  God” (Mk 1:1). The message that the “angel of  the 
Lord” (Lk 2:9) proclaimed to the shepherds in the fields outside 
Bethlehem is also addressed to us today, the pastors of  Christ’s 
Church. As “angels of  the Church” (cf. Rev 2:1), we are to pro-
claim the gospel of  Christ to all people: “Do not be afraid; for 
see—I am bringing you good news of  great joy for all the people: 
to you is born this day in the city of  David a Saviour, who is the 
Messiah, the Lord” (Lk 2:10f, italics mine).

The priest “who hears these words of  mine and acts on them 
will be like a wise man who built his house on rock” (Mt 7:24, 
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italics mine) and not on sand. And this rock is Christ (cf. 1 Cor 
10:4).

Just as the Israelites survived in the wilderness because “all 
ate the same spiritual food, and all drank the same spiritual 
drink” (1 Cor 10:3f.), the new People of  God lives through the 
God-Man Jesus Christ.

I am the living bread that came down from heaven. 
Whoever eats of  this bread will live for ever; and the 
bread that I will give for the life of  the world is my 
flesh. [. . .] Those who eat my flesh and drink my 
blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on 
the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood 
is true drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my 
blood abide in me, and I in them. Just as the living 
Father sent me, and I live because of  the Father, so 
whoever eats me will live because of  me. (Jn 6:51–57)

If  the Son of  God continues his mission in his apostles, the 
priest for his part lives from daily communion with Christ in the 
eucharistic sacrifice. Let us ask for perseverance and constancy 
that we might one day say with the apostle: “I have fought the 
good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith” (2 
Tim 4:7). In those hours when we doubt our vocation—and 
that even happened to some of  the disciples on seeing the risen 
Jesus (cf. Mt 28:17)—the words of  the apostle in 2 Corinthians 
6:1–10 will be a comfort to us, especially v. 10: we are “in pain 
yet always full of  joy; poor and yet making many people rich; 
having nothing, and yet owning everything” (NJB).

It Is High Time 
to Encourage Priests

Priests deserve clear words of  encouragement from the supe-
rior and supreme ecclesiastical authorities. One would like to 
shout out to them the words of  the apostle: “Fathers, do not 


