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Today,	 having	 a	 clear	 faith	 based	 on	 the	 Creed	 of	 the	 Church	 is	 often	 labeled	 as
fundamentalism.	Whereas	relativism,	that	is,	letting	oneself	be	“tossed	here	and	there,	carried
about	by	every	wind	of	doctrine”,	seems	the	only	attitude	that	can	cope	with	modern	times.
We	are	building	a	dictatorship	of	relativism	that	does	not	recognize	anything	as	definitive	and
whose	ultimate	goal	consists	solely	of	one’s	own	ego	and	desires.

JOSEPH	RATZINGER,	homily	given	in	the
Basilica	of	Saint	Peter	on	April	18,	2005

All	 activity	 must	 be	 preceded	 by	 an	 intense	 life	 of	 prayer,	 contemplation,	 seeking	 and
listening	to	God’s	will.

ROBERT	CARDINAL	SARAH,
with	NICOLAS	DIAT,

The	Power	of	Silence:	Against	the	Dictatorship	of	Noise
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EDITOR’S	NOTE

We	must	meditate	on	these	reflections	of	a	man	who	is	approaching	the	end	of	his	life.
At	this	crucial	hour,	one	does	not	take	speech	lightly.

ROBERT	CARDINAL	SARAH

From	the	Depths	of	Our	Hearts:	this	is	the	simple,	moving	title	that	Pope	Emeritus	Benedict
XVI	and	Robert	Cardinal	Sarah	chose	for	the	book	that	they	are	publishing	together.

Speech	by	Benedict	XVI	 is	 rare.	 In	March	2013,	 the	pope	emeritus	wished	 to	retire	 to	a
monastery	in	the	Vatican	Gardens.	He	wanted	to	dedicate	the	final	years	of	his	life	to	prayer,
meditation,	 and	 study.	 Silence	 became	 the	 sanctuary	 for	 a	 life	 far	 from	 the	 noise	 and	 the
violence	 of	 the	 world.	 Until	 today,	 Benedict	 XVI	 has	 rarely	 agreed	 to	 speak	 in	 order	 to
express	his	thought	about	important	subjects	in	the	life	of	the	Church.

The	 text	 that	 he	 is	 offering	 today	 is	 therefore	 exceptional.	 We	 are	 not	 talking	 about	 an
editorial	 or	 about	 notes	 collected	 over	 the	 years,	 but	 rather	 about	 an	 instructive	 reflection,
lectio	 [lecture,	 exposition],	 and	 disputatio	 [disputation,	 debate]	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 The
intention	of	Benedict	XVI	is	clearly	stated	in	his	introduction:	“Given	the	lasting	crisis	that
the	priesthood	has	been	going	through	for	many	years,	it	seemed	to	me	necessary	to	get	to	the
deep	roots	of	the	problem.”

Astute	readers	of	the	pope	emeritus	will	have	no	difficulty	recognizing	the	style,	the	logic,
and	the	wonderful	pedagogy	of	the	author	of	the	trilogy	dedicated	to	Jesus	of	Nazareth.	The
discourse	is	structured,	the	citations	are	abundant,	and	the	argumentation	is	polished.

Why	 did	 the	 pope	 emeritus	 wish	 to	 work	 with	 Cardinal	 Sarah?	 The	 two	 men	 are	 close
friends.	They	keep	up	a	 regular	correspondence	 in	which	 they	share	 their	viewpoints,	 their
hopes,	and	their	fears.

In	 October	 2019,	 the	 Synod	 on	 Amazonia—the	 assembly	 of	 bishops,	 men	 and	 women
religious,	 and	missionaries	 dedicated	 to	 the	 future	 of	 that	 immense	 region—was	 a	 time	 of
discussion	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 Church	 in	 which	 the	 future	 of	 the	 Catholic	 priesthood	 was
addressed	in	various	ways.	For	their	part,	from	late	summer	of	2019	on,	Benedict	XVI	and
Cardinal	Sarah	exchanged	texts,	thoughts,	and	proposals.	They	met	in	order	to	bring	greater
clarity	to	the	pages	that	are	confided	to	the	reader	here.

I	was	privileged	 and	dazzled	 to	witness	 this	 dialogue.	 I	 cannot	 thank	 them	enough	 for	 the
honor	given	to	me	today	to	be	the	editor	of	this	book.

The	 text	 by	 Benedict	 XVI	 is	 soberly	 entitled:	 “The	 Catholic	 Priesthood”.	 Right	 away	 the
pope	emeritus	explains	his	approach:	“At	the	foundation	of	the	serious	situation	in	which	the
priesthood	finds	itself	today,	we	find	a	methodological	flaw	in	the	reception	of	Scripture	as



Word	of	God.”	This	is	a	severe,	worrisome,	almost	unbelievable	statement.
Benedict	 XVI	 did	 not	 want	 to	 address	 such	 a	 delicate	 problem	 alone.	 Cardinal	 Sarah’s

collaboration	seemed	to	him	natural	and	important.	The	pope	emeritus	is	acquainted	with	the
cardinal’s	deep	spirituality,	his	sense	of	prayer,	his	wisdom.	He	has	confidence	in	him.	In	the
remarks	he	contributed	to	Cardinal	Sarah’s	The	Power	of	Silence,	Benedict	XVI	wrote	during
Holy	Week	 in	 the	year	2017:	 “Cardinal	Sarah	 is	 a	 spiritual	 teacher,	who	 speaks	out	of	 the
depths	 of	 silence	 with	 the	 Lord,	 out	 of	 his	 interior	 union	 with	 him,	 and	 thus	 really	 has
something	 to	 say	 to	 each	one	of	 us.	We	 should	be	grateful	 to	Pope	Francis	 for	 appointing
such	a	spiritual	teacher	as	head	of	the	congregation	that	is	responsible	for	the	celebration	of
the	liturgy	in	the	Church.”1

For	his	part,	Cardinal	Sarah	admires	the	theological	work	of	Benedict	XVI,	the	power	of
his	reflection,	his	humility	and	charity.

The	 intention	 of	 the	 authors	 is	 expressed	 perfectly	 in	 this	 sentence	 from	 their	 joint
introduction	 to	 the	 book:	 “The	 similarity	 of	 our	 concerns	 and	 the	 convergence	 of	 our
conclusions	persuaded	us	to	place	the	fruit	of	our	work	and	of	our	spiritual	friendship	at	the
disposal	of	all	the	faithful,	following	the	example	of	Saint	Augustine.”

The	 situation	 is	 simple.	 Two	 bishops	 decided	 to	 reflect.	 Two	 bishops	 decided	 to	 make
public	 the	 fruit	of	 their	 eminent	 research.	The	 text	by	Benedict	XVI	 is	of	high	 theological
caliber.	The	one	by	Cardinal	Sarah	has	a	 formidable	catechetical	strength.	Their	arguments
intersect,	their	words	complement	each	other,	their	intellects	are	mutually	stimulating.

Cardinal	Sarah	chose	as	the	title	of	his	letter:	“Loving	to	the	End:	An	Ecclesiological	and
Pastoral	Look	at	Priestly	Celibacy”.	In	it	we	find	again	the	courage,	the	radical	approach,	and
the	mysticism	that	make	all	his	books	so	ardent.

Benedict	XVI	and	Cardinal	Sarah	wished	to	open	and	close	this	book	with	two	joint	texts.	In
their	conclusion	 they	write:	“It	 is	urgent	and	necessary	 for	everyone—bishops,	priests,	and
lay	 people—to	 stop	 letting	 themselves	 be	 intimidated	 by	 the	 wrong-headed	 pleas,	 the
theatrical	 productions,	 the	 diabolical	 lies,	 and	 the	 fashionable	 errors	 that	 try	 to	 devalue
priestly	celibacy.”

Obviously	the	pope	emeritus	and	Cardinal	Sarah	did	not	want	 to	hide	any	of	 the	anxiety
that	grips	their	hearts.	But	they	are	too	well	acquainted	with	Saint	Augustine,	to	whom	they
turn	frequently,	not	to	know	that	love	always	has	the	last	word.

Joseph	Cardinal	Ratzinger’s	episcopal	motto	was:	“Cooperatores	Veritatis”:	We	must	serve
in	such	a	way	that	we	might	be	“coworkers	with	the	truth”.	In	this	essay,	at	the	age	of	ninety-
two,	 he	 wished	 again	 to	 serve	 the	 truth.	 Cardinal	 Sarah’s	 motto,	 chosen	 when	 he	 was	 the
young	archbishop	of	Conakry,	the	capital	of	Guinea,	is:	“Suficit	tibi	gratia	mea”:	“My	grace
is	sufficient	for	you.”	It	was	 taken	from	the	Second	Letter	 to	 the	Corinthians,	 in	which	the
Apostle	 Paul	 describes	 his	 doubts,	 fearing	 that	 he	 will	 not	 be	 capable	 of	 transmitting	 the
teaching	of	the	Gospel	effectively.	But	God	answers	him:	“My	grace	is	sufficient	for	you,	for
my	power	is	made	perfect	in	weakness”	(2	Cor	12:9).

I	would	like	to	conclude	these	remarks	with	two	quotations	that	resound	forcefully	today.
The	 first	 is	 drawn	 from	 the	 homily	 of	 Benedict	 XVI	 for	 the	 Mass	 on	 Pentecost,	 May	 31,



2009:	 “Just	 as	 an	 atmospheric	 pollution	 exists	 that	 poisons	 the	 environment	 and	 living
beings,	thus	a	pollution	of	heart	and	spirit	exists	that	mortifies	and	poisons	spiritual	life.”	The
second	is	taken	from	The	Portal	of	the	Mystery	of	Hope	by	Charles	Péguy:	“What	surprises
me,	says	God,	is	hope.	And	I	can’t	get	over	it.	This	little	hope	who	seems	like	nothing	at	all.
This	little	girl	hope.”2

In	searching	 the	depths	of	 their	hearts,	Benedict	XVI	and	Robert	Cardinal	Sarah	 tried	 to
dispel	this	pollution	and	to	open	the	doors	of	hope.

Nicolas	Diat
Rome,	December	6,	2019



What	Do	You	Fear?

Introduction	by	the	Two	Authors



In	a	famous	letter	addressed	to	the	Donatist	bishop	Maximin,	Saint	Augustine	announces	his
intention	to	publish	his	correspondence.	“What	shall	I	do,”	he	asks,	“but	read	our	letters	 to
the	Catholic	people,	in	order	that	they	may	be	better	instructed?”1	We	have	decided	to	follow
the	example	of	the	bishop	of	Hippo.

In	recent	months,	while	the	world	was	echoing	with	the	din	created	by	a	strange	media	synod
that	overrode	the	real	synod,	we	met	together.	We	exchanged	our	ideas	and	our	anxieties.	We
prayed	and	meditated	in	silence.	Each	of	our	meetings	mutually	strengthened	and	calmed	us.
Our	reflections,	conducted	along	different	lines,	led	us	to	exchange	letters.	The	similarity	of
our	concerns	and	the	convergence	of	our	conclusions	persuaded	us	to	place	the	fruit	of	our
work	and	of	our	spiritual	friendship	at	the	disposal	of	all	the	faithful,	following	the	example
of	Saint	Augustine.

Indeed,	like	him	we	can	declare:	“Silere	non	possum!	I	cannot	be	silent	.	.	.	for	I	know	how
dangerous	 for	me	such	 silence	 is.	After	all,	 I	do	not	plan	 to	pass	my	 time	 in	 the	vanity	of
ecclesiastical	 honors;	 rather,	 I	 bear	 in	mind	 that	 I	will	 give	 an	 account	 to	 the	prince	of	 all
pastors	 [Christ]	 about	 the	 sheep	 entrusted	 to	me.	 I	 cannot	 be	 silent	 and	pretend	nothing	 is
wrong.”2

As	 bishops,	 we	 are	 responsible	 for	 the	 care	 of	 all	 the	 Churches.	 In	 our	 great	 desire	 for
peace	 and	 unity,	 we	 therefore	 offer	 to	 all	 our	 brother	 bishops,	 priests,	 and	 the	 lay	 faithful
throughout	the	world	the	benefit	of	our	exchanges.

We	 do	 this	 in	 a	 spirit	 of	 love	 for	 the	 Church’s	 unity.	 Although	 ideology	 divides,	 truth
unites	 hearts.	 Scrutinizing	 the	 doctrine	 of	 salvation	 can	 only	 unite	 the	 Church	 around	 her
Divine	Master.

We	do	this	in	a	spirit	of	charity.	To	us	it	appeared	useful	and	necessary	to	publish	this	work
at	a	 time	when	minds	seem	 to	have	calmed	down.	Everyone	can	complete	 it	or	critique	 it.
The	search	for	truth	can	be	made	only	by	opening	the	heart.

Therefore	we	fraternally	offer	 these	reflections	 to	 the	people	of	God	and,	of	course,	 in	a
spirit	of	filial	obedience,	to	Pope	Francis.

We	thought	in	particular	about	the	priests.	Our	priestly	hearts	wished	to	strengthen	them,	to
encourage	them.	With	all	priests,	we	pray:	Save	us,	Lord,	for	we	are	perishing!	The	Lord	is
asleep	while	the	storm	is	unleashed.	He	seems	to	abandon	us	to	the	waves	of	doubt	and	error.
We	are	 tempted	 to	 lose	confidence.	On	every	side,	 the	waves	of	 relativism	are	submerging
the	barque	of	 the	Church.	The	 apostles	were	 afraid.	Their	 faith	had	grown	 lukewarm.	The
Church,	 too,	 sometimes	 seems	 to	 be	 unsteady.	 In	 the	 midst	 of	 the	 storm,	 the	 apostles’
confidence	 in	 Jesus’	 power	 was	 shaken.	 We	 are	 experiencing	 this	 same	 mystery.
Nevertheless,	we	are	at	peace,	for	we	know	that	Jesus	is	the	one	steering	the	ship.	We	know
that	it	will	never	sink.	We	know	that	it	alone	can	bring	us	to	the	port	of	eternal	salvation.

We	 know	 that	 Jesus	 is	 here,	 with	 us,	 in	 the	 ship.	 We	 want	 to	 declare	 to	 him	 again	 our
confidence	and	our	 absolute,	 full,	 and	undivided	 fidelity.	We	want	 to	 say	 to	him	again	 the
great	“Yes”	that	we	said	to	him	on	the	day	of	our	ordination.	Our	priestly	celibacy	causes	us
to	 live	 out	 this	 total	 “Yes”	 each	 day.	 For	 our	 celibacy	 is	 a	 proclamation	 of	 faith.	 It	 is	 a



testimony,	because	it	causes	us	to	enter	into	a	life	that	makes	sense	only	in	terms	of	God.	Our
celibacy	is	a	witness,	 in	other	words,	a	martyrdom.	The	Greek	word	has	both	meanings.	In
the	storm,	we	priests	must	reaffirm	that	we	are	ready	to	lose	our	lives	for	Christ.	Day	after
day,	we	give	this	witness	thanks	to	the	celibacy	through	which	we	give	away	our	lives.

Jesus	is	asleep	in	the	barque.	But	if	hesitation	gains	the	upper	hand,	if	we	are	afraid	of	putting
our	trust	in	him,	if	celibacy	makes	us	turn	back,	then	we	fear	that	we	will	hear	his	reproach:
“Why	are	you	afraid,	O	men	of	little	faith?”	(Mt	8:26).

Benedict	XVI
Robert	Cardinal	Sarah

Vatican	City,	September	2019
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The	Catholic	Priesthood
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Given	the	lasting	crisis	that	the	priesthood	has	been	going	through	for	many	years,	it	seemed
to	me	necessary	to	get	to	the	deep	roots	of	the	problem.	I	had	started	a	work	of	theological
reflection,	but	age	and	a	kind	of	weariness	led	me	to	abandon	it.	My	exchanges	with	Robert
Cardinal	Sarah	gave	me	the	strength	to	resume	it	and	to	bring	it	to	completion.

At	the	foundation	of	the	serious	situation	in	which	the	priesthood	finds	itself	today,	we	find	a
methodological	flaw	in	the	reception	of	Scripture	as	Word	of	God.

The	 abandonment	 of	 the	 Christological	 interpretation	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament	 led	 many
contemporary	 exegetes	 to	 a	 deficient	 theology	 of	 worship.	 They	 did	 not	 understand	 that
Jesus,	far	from	abolishing	the	worship	and	adoration	owed	to	God,	took	them	upon	himself
and	accomplished	them	in	the	loving	act	of	his	sacrifice.	As	a	result,	some	went	so	far	as	to
reject	the	necessity	of	an	authentically	cultic	priesthood	in	the	New	Covenant.

In	the	first	part	of	my	study,	I	have	tried	to	bring	to	light	the	fundamental	exegetical	structure
that	allows	a	correct	theology	of	the	priesthood.

In	the	second	part,	by	applying	this	hermeneutic	to	the	study	of	three	texts,	I	have	spelled
out	the	requirements	of	worship	in	spirit	and	in	truth.	From	now	on,	the	cultic	act	proceeds
by	 way	 of	 an	 offering	 of	 the	 totality	 of	 one’s	 life	 in	 love.	 The	 priesthood	 of	 Jesus	 Christ
causes	us	to	enter	into	a	life	that	consists	of	becoming	one	with	him	and	renouncing	all	that
belongs	only	to	us.	For	priests,	this	is	the	foundation	of	the	necessity	of	celibacy	but	also	of
liturgical	prayer,	meditation	on	the	Word	of	God,	and	the	renunciation	of	material	goods.

I	thank	dear	Cardinal	Sarah	for	having	given	me	the	opportunity	to	savor	anew	the	taste	of
the	texts	from	the	Word	of	God	that	have	guided	my	steps	every	day	of	my	life	as	a	priest.

The	 elaboration	 of	 the	 New	 Testament	 priesthood	 in	 Christological-Pneumatological
exegesis

The	movement	 that	 had	 formed	around	 Jesus	of	Nazareth	was	 a	movement	of	 laymen—at
least	 during	 the	 pre-Paschal	 period.	 In	 this	 respect,	 it	 resembled	 the	 movement	 of	 the
Pharisees,	and	this	is	why	the	first	conflicts	described	in	the	Gospels	refer	essentially	to	the
latter.	Only	at	 the	 time	of	 the	 last	Pesach	 [Passover]	of	 Jesus	 in	 Jerusalem	did	 the	priestly
aristocracy	of	the	Temple—the	Sadducees—notice	Jesus	and	his	movement,	which	led	to	the
trial,	the	condemnation,	and	the	execution	of	Jesus.	The	Temple	priesthood	was	hereditary:	a
man	 who	 was	 not	 descended	 from	 a	 family	 of	 priests	 could	 not	 become	 a	 priest.
Consequently,	the	ministries	of	the	community	that	started	to	form	around	Jesus	could	not	be
part	of	the	framework	of	the	Old	Testament	priesthood.

Let	us	examine	quickly	the	essential	ministerial	structures	of	the	first	community	of	Jesus.

Apostolos

In	 the	Greek	world,	 the	word	“apostle”	 is	 a	 technical	 term	 that	belongs	 to	 the	 language	of
political	institutions.1	In	pre-Christian	Judaism,	this	word	is	used	to	interconnect	the	secular
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function	 of	 an	 envoy,	 responsibility	 to	 God,	 and	 religious	 significance.	 In	 this	 context,	 it
designates	an	envoy	authorized	by	God	and	appointed	for	a	task.

Episkopos

In	Greek,	in	everyday	language,	the	word	episkopos	indicates	functions	associated	with	tasks
of	a	 technical	and	 financial	nature.	However,	 it	also	has	a	 religious	sense,	 inasmuch	as	 the
ones	who	are	called	episkopos,	that	is,	“protector”,	are	most	often	the	gods.	“The	Septuagint
uses	the	word	episkopos	 in	the	two	senses	already	in	use	in	the	pagan	Greek	world:	on	the
one	 hand,	 as	 a	 name	 of	 God	 and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 in	 the	 profane	 and	 generic	 sense	 of
‘overseer’.”2

Presbyteros

While	among	the	Christians	of	Gentile	origin,	the	term	episkopos	is	most	often	used	to	refer
to	 ministers,	 the	 word	 presbyteros	 is	 characteristic	 of	 the	 Judeo-Christian	 milieu.	 In
Jerusalem,	 the	 Jewish	 tradition	 of	 the	 “elder”,	 considered	 as	 a	 sort	 of	 institutional	 organ,
developed	rapidly,	to	the	point	of	becoming	an	initial	form	of	Christian	ministry.

From	 that	 moment	 on,	 the	 Church	 composed	 of	 Jews	 and	 Gentiles	 showed	 the
development	of	the	threefold	form	of	ministry	composed	of	bishops,	priests,	and	deacons.	We
find	it	already	clearly	mentioned	by	Ignatius	of	Antioch	in	the	late	first	century.	To	this	day,	it
has	 expressed	 appropriately	 the	 ministerial	 structure	 of	 the	 Church	 of	 Jesus	 Christ	 both
terminologically	and	ontologically.

We	 must	 draw	 an	 initial	 conclusion	 from	 the	 preceding	 remarks.	 The	 lay	 character	 of
Jesus’	first	movement	and	the	non-cultic,	non-priestly	character	of	the	first	ministries	do	not
proceed	from	an	anti-cultic	and	anti-Jewish	choice.	They	are	a	consequence	of	the	particular
situation	 of	 the	 priesthood	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament,	 in	 which	 the	 priesthood	 is	 reserved
exclusively	to	the	tribe	of	Aaron-Levi.	In	the	two	other	“lay	movements”	at	the	time	of	Jesus,
the	 relation	 with	 the	 priesthood	 is	 different:	 the	 Pharisees	 seem	 to	 have	 lived	 basically	 in
harmony	 with	 the	 Temple	 hierarchy,	 while	 opposing	 it	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 belief	 in	 the
resurrection	 of	 the	 body.	 Among	 the	 Essenes	 and	 the	 movement	 revealed	 by	 the	 Qumran
manuscripts,	which	seems	to	be	connected	with	it,	the	situation	is	more	complex.	One	part	of
the	 Qumran	 movement	 was	 marked	 by	 its	 opposition	 to	 the	 Herodian	 Temple	 and	 to	 the
priesthood	that	corresponded	to	it.	It	was	a	matter,	not	of	denying	the	priesthood,	but	rather
of	reconstituting	it	in	its	pure,	correct	form.	Similarly,	in	Jesus’	movement,	it	is	absolutely	not
a	 question	 of	 “desacralization”,	 “delegalization”,	 or	 a	 rejection	 of	 the	 priesthood	 and	 the
hierarchy.	 The	 prophets’	 critique	 of	 worship	 is	 certainly	 assumed,	 but	 it	 is	 unified	 in	 a
surprising	way	with	 the	priestly	 and	cultic	 tradition	 in	 a	 synthesis	 that	we	must	 attempt	 to
understand.	In	my	book	The	Spirit	of	 the	Liturgy,3	 I	explained	the	different	critiques	of	 the
prophets	 concerning	 worship.	 They	 were	 taken	 up	 again	 by	 Stephen,	 and	 Saint	 Paul	 links
them	 with	 the	 new	 cultic	 tradition	 of	 Jesus’	 Last	 Supper.	 Jesus	 himself	 had	 repeated	 and
approved	 the	prophets’	critique	of	worship,	 in	particular	on	 the	subject	of	 the	difference	of
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opinion	concerning	the	correct	interpretation	of	the	Shabbat	(cf.	Mt	12:7-8).
Let	 us	 examine	 first	 Jesus’	 relation	 with	 the	 Temple	 as	 the	 expression	 of	 God’s	 special

presence	in	the	midst	of	his	chosen	people	and	as	the	place	of	worship	for	which	Moses	had
set	 the	rules.	The	episode	of	 the	twelve-year-old	Jesus	in	the	Temple	shows	that	his	family
was	observant	and	that	he	himself	participated	in	the	devotion	of	his	own	family.	The	words
that	he	addressed	to	his	mother:	“Did	you	not	know	that	I	must	be	 in	my	Father’s	house?”
(Lk	2:49)	express	the	conviction	that	the	Temple	represents	in	a	special	way	the	place	where
God	 dwells	 and,	 therefore,	 the	 appropriate	 place	 for	 the	 Son	 to	 live.	 Similarly,	 during	 the
short	period	of	his	public	life,	Jesus	participated	in	Israel’s	pilgrimages	to	the	Temple,	and,
after	his	Resurrection,	it	 is	well	known	that	his	community	met	regularly	in	the	Temple	for
teaching	and	prayers.

And	yet,	through	the	cleansing	of	the	Temple,	Jesus	intended	to	introduce	a	fundamentally
new	emphasis	(Mk	11:15ff.;	Jn	2:13-22).	The	interpretation	whereby	the	sole	intention	of	this
gesture	 of	 Jesus	 was	 to	 combat	 abuses	 and	 thus	 to	 confirm	 the	 function	 of	 the	 Temple	 is
inadequate.	 In	 John,	 we	 find	 words	 that	 interpret	 Jesus’	 action	 as	 a	 prefiguration	 of	 the
destruction	of	this	building	of	stone,	which	was	to	be	replaced	by	his	own	body	as	the	new
Temple.	 In	 the	 Synoptic	 Gospels,	 this	 interpretation	 of	 Jesus	 appears	 on	 the	 lips	 of	 false
witnesses	at	his	trial	(Mk	14:58).	The	witnesses’	version	was	distorted,	and	therefore	it	could
not	be	used	within	the	context	of	the	trial.	But	the	fact	remains	that	Jesus	had	indeed	made
these	 statements,	 the	 actual	 wording	 of	 which	 could	 not	 be	 determined	 with	 sufficient
certainty	 during	 the	 trial.	 The	 nascent	 Church	 was	 therefore	 correct	 to	 assume	 that	 the
Johannine	 version	 was	 authentically	 from	 Jesus.	 This	 means	 that	 Jesus	 considers	 the
destruction	 of	 the	 Temple	 as	 the	 consequence	 of	 the	 erroneous	 attitude	 of	 the	 highest
authorities	 of	 the	 priestly	 hierarchy.	 Nevertheless,	 as	 at	 every	 crucial	 moment	 in	 salvation
history,	God	utilizes	here	the	erroneous	behavior	of	men	as	a	modus	[means]	of	manifesting	a
greater	love.	In	the	final	analysis,	Jesus	considers	the	destruction	of	the	existing	Temple	as	a
stage	in	the	divine	healing.	He	interprets	 it	as	 the	formation	and	organization	of	a	new	and
definitive	worship.	In	this	sense,	the	cleansing	of	the	Temple	is	the	announcement	of	a	new
form	 of	 divine	 adoration,	 and	 consequently	 it	 concerns	 the	 nature	 of	 worship	 and	 of	 the
priesthood.

It	is	obvious	that	the	Last	Supper,	with	the	offering	of	the	Body	and	Blood	of	Jesus	Christ,
is	decisive	for	an	understanding	of	what	Jesus	intended	or	rejected	on	the	subject	of	worship.
There	 is	 no	 room	 here	 to	 enter	 into	 the	 controversy	 that	 developed	 later	 over	 the	 exact
interpretation	 of	 this	 event	 and	 of	 Jesus’	 words.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 is	 important	 to
emphasize	 that	 Jesus	 adopts	 the	 tradition	 of	 Sinai	 and	 thus	 presents	 himself	 as	 the	 new
Moses,	but	also	the	hope	of	the	New	Covenant,	which	was	formulated	in	a	particular	way	by
Jeremiah.	 He	 thus	 announces	 a	 development	 beyond	 the	 Sinai	 tradition,	 at	 the	 center	 of
which	he	himself	stands	as	both	the	one	sacrificing	and	as	the	victim.	It	is	indeed	necessary
to	consider	that	this	Jesus	who	stands	in	the	midst	of	his	disciples	is	also	the	one	who	gives
himself	to	them	in	his	flesh	and	in	his	blood,	thus	anticipating	the	Cross	and	the	Resurrection.
Without	the	Resurrection,	all	this	would	have	no	meaning.	The	crucifixion	of	Jesus	is	not	in
itself	 a	 cultic	 act.	 The	 Roman	 soldiers	 who	 execute	 him	 are	 not	 priests.	 They	 set	 about
putting	a	man	to	death;	 they	have	absolutely	no	 thought	of	performing	an	act	pertaining	 to
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worship.	The	fact	 that	Jesus	gives	himself	 forever	as	 food	during	 the	Last	Supper	signifies
the	anticipation	of	his	death	and	Resurrection.	This	signifies	the	transformation	of	an	act	of
human	 cruelty	 into	 an	 act	 of	 love	 and	 self-giving.	 So	 it	 is	 that	 Jesus	 accomplishes	 the
fundamental	renewal	of	worship	that	will	forever	remain	valid	and	obligatory.	He	transforms
the	sin	of	men	into	an	act	of	forgiveness	and	love	into	which	his	future	disciples	can	enter	by
participating	in	what	Jesus	instituted.	Thus	we	understand	what	Saint	Augustine	calls,	in	the
Church,	the	transition	from	the	Last	Supper	to	the	morning	sacrifice.	The	Last	Supper	is	the
gift	that	God	grants	us	in	the	love	of	Jesus	who	forgives.	Humanity	in	turn	can	receive	this
gesture	of	love	from	God	and	return	it	to	God.

In	all	this,	it	is	never	directly	a	question	of	priesthood.	However,	it	is	clearly	evident	that
the	former	order	of	Aaron	is	outmoded	and	that	Jesus	himself	appears	as	the	High	Priest.	In
Jesus,	the	cultic	tradition	that	goes	back	to	Moses	merges	with	the	critique	of	worship	by	the
prophets.	 Love	 and	 sacrifice	 are	 one.	 In	 my	 book	 on	 Jesus,4	 I	 explained	 how	 this	 new
foundation	of	worship	and,	with	it,	of	the	priesthood	is	already	completely	accomplished	in
Saint	 Paul.	 This	 fundamental	 unity	 between	 love	 and	 sacrifice	 is	 based	 on	 the	 mediation
established	 by	 the	 death	 and	 Resurrection	 of	 Jesus.	 It	 was	 clearly	 admitted	 even	 by	 the
adversaries	of	Paul’s	proclamation.

The	destruction	of	the	Temple	walls,	caused	by	man,	is	accepted	in	a	positive	way	by	God.
There	 are	no	more	walls,	 because	 the	Risen	Christ	 has	become,	 for	mankind,	 the	 space	 in
which	 to	 adore	 God.	 In	 this	 way,	 the	 collapse	 of	 the	 Herodian	 Temple	 signifies	 that	 now
nothing	 more	 comes	 between,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 linguistic	 and	 existential	 space	 of	 the
Mosaic	legislation	and,	on	the	other	hand,	the	space	of	the	movement	gathered	around	Jesus.
The	Christian	ministries	(episkopos,	presbyteros,	diakonos)	and	those	that	were	regulated	by
the	Mosaic	 law	(high	priests,	priests,	Levites)	 from	now	on	stand	openly	side	by	side.	The
former	 can	 now	 be	 identified	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 others	 in	 a	 new	 clarity.	 Indeed,	 the
terminological	equivalence	comes	about	rather	quickly:	episkopos	designates	the	High	Priest,
presbyteros	 the	 priest,	 diakonos	 the	 Levite.	 We	 find	 it	 very	 clearly	 in	 the	 catecheses	 on
Baptism	 by	 Saint	 Ambrose,	 who	 is	 certainly	 referring	 to	 older	 models	 and	 documents,	 to
which	Saint	Clement	of	Rome	is	one	of	the	first	witnesses,	around	the	year	96,	in	his	First
Letter	to	the	Corinthians:

We	are	obliged	to	carry	out	in	fullest	detail	what	the	Master	commanded	us	to	do	at	stated	times.	He	has	ordered	the
sacrifices	to	be	offered	and	the	services	to	be	held,	and	this	not	in	a	random	or	irregular	fashion,	but	at	definite	times
and	seasons.	 .	 .	 .	Special	functions	are	assigned	to	the	high	priest;	a	special	office	is	imposed	upon	the	priests;	and
special	ministrations	fall	to	the	Levites.	The	layman	is	bound	by	the	rules	laid	down	for	the	laity.5

Thus	 we	 are	 witnessing	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 Christological	 interpretation	 of	 the	 Old
Testament,	which	can	also	be	considered	a	Pneumatological	 interpretation.	This	 is	how	the
Old	 Testament	 was	 able	 to	 become	 and	 to	 remain	 the	 Bible	 of	 the	 Christians.	 This
Christological-Pneumatological	 interpretation	 was	 described	 as	 “allegorical”	 from	 a
historical-literary	 perspective.	 But	 it	 is	 obvious	 that	 we	 must	 read	 [i.e.,	 discern]	 in	 it	 the
reason	 for	 the	 profound	novelty	 of	 the	Christian	 interpretation	of	 the	Old	Testament.	Here
allegory	 is	 not	 a	 literary	 means	 of	 making	 the	 text	 applicable	 to	 new	 purposes.	 It	 is	 the
expression	of	a	historical	transition	that	corresponds	to	the	internal	logic	of	the	text.
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The	 Cross	 of	 Jesus	 Christ	 is	 the	 act	 of	 radical	 love	 in	 which	 reconciliation	 really	 is
accomplished	between	God	and	the	world	marred	by	sin.	This	is	the	reason	why	this	event,
which	in	itself	is	not	of	a	cultic	type,	represents	the	supreme	adoration	of	God.	In	the	Cross,
the	 “katabatic”	 line	of	descent	 from	God	and	 the	 “anabatic”	 line	of	humanity’s	offering	 to
God	become	a	single	act.	Through	the	Cross,	the	Body	of	Christ	becomes	the	new	Temple	at
the	 time	 of	 the	 Resurrection.	 In	 the	 celebration	 of	 the	 Eucharist,	 the	 Church	 and	 even
humanity	are	ceaselessly	drawn	into	 this	process	and	involved	in	 it.	 In	 the	Cross	of	Christ,
the	critique	of	worship	by	the	prophets	definitively	reaches	its	goal.	Even	so,	a	new	worship
is	instituted	at	the	same	time.	The	love	of	Christ,	which	is	always	present	in	the	Eucharist,	is
the	new	act	of	adoration.	Consequently,	the	priestly	ministries	of	Israel	are	“annulled”	in	the
service	of	love,	which	always	signifies	concomitantly	the	adoration	of	God.	This	new	unity
of	love	and	worship,	of	critique	of	worship	and	glorification	of	God	in	the	service	of	love,	is
certainly	 an	 unprecedented	 task	 that	 has	 been	 entrusted	 to	 the	 Church	 and	 that	 each
generation	must	accomplish	anew.

Thus,	the	pneumatic	development	beyond	the	Old	Testament	“letter”	in	the	ministry	of	the
New	 Covenant	 always	 requires	 new	 developments	 beyond	 the	 “letter”	 in	 the	 spirit.	 In	 the
sixteenth	 century,	Luther,	who	based	his	 teaching	on	 a	 completely	 different	 reading	of	 the
Old	 Testament,	 was	 no	 longer	 in	 a	 position	 to	 make	 this	 transition.	 For	 this	 reason,	 he
interpreted	Old	Testament	worship	and	 the	priesthood	 that	was	designed	for	 it	 solely	as	an
expression	 of	 the	 “law”.	 Now,	 for	 him,	 the	 law	 was	 not	 a	 path	 of	 God’s	 grace	 but	 was
opposed	 to	 it.	He	was	 therefore	compelled	 to	set	up	a	 radical	opposition	between	 the	New
Testament	ministerial	offices	and	the	priesthood	as	such.

At	the	time	of	Vatican	II,	this	question	of	the	opposition	between	ministries	and	priesthood
became	 absolutely	 unavoidable	 for	 the	 Catholic	 Church	 as	 well.	 Indeed,	 “allegory”	 as	 a
pneumatic	transition	from	the	Old	to	the	New	Testament	had	become	incomprehensible.	The
decree	of	the	council	on	the	ministry	and	life	of	priests	hardly	deals	with	this	question	at	all.
Nevertheless,	in	the	period	that	followed,	it	monopolized	our	attention	with	an	unprecedented
urgency,	and	it	turned	into	a	crisis	of	the	priesthood	that	has	lasted	to	this	day	in	the	Church.

I	 would	 like	 to	 illustrate	 this	 statement	 by	 mentioning	 two	 personal	 observations.	 The
manner	 in	 which	 one	 of	 my	 friends,	 the	 great	 India	 expert	 Paul	 Hacker,	 confronted	 this
question	 with	 his	 customary	 passion	 in	 his	 conversion	 from	 staunch	 Lutheranism	 to
Catholicism,	 has	 remained	 engraved	 on	 my	 memory.	 He	 considered	 “priests”	 to	 be	 a
definitively	 outmoded	 reality	 in	 the	 New	 Testament.	 With	 passionate	 indignation,	 he	 was
opposed	above	all	to	the	fact	that	in	the	German	word	Priester,	which	comes	from	the	Greek
presbyteros,	the	connotation	of	sacerdotium	[Latin:	priesthood]	continued	to	resonate	in	spite
of	everything—and	this	is	true.	I	no	longer	know	how	he	finally	succeeded	in	resolving	this
question.

I	myself,	during	a	conference	on	priesthood	in	the	Church	that	was	held	immediately	after
the	 council,	 thought	 that	 I	 had	 to	present	 the	priest	 of	 the	New	Testament	 as	 the	one	who
meditates	on	the	Word,	and	not	as	a	“craftsman	of	worship”.	It	is	true	that	meditation	on	the
Word	of	God	is	an	important	and	fundamental	task	of	the	priest	of	God	in	the	New	Covenant.
Even	so,	this	Word	was	made	flesh.	To	meditate	on	it	always	means	also	to	be	nourished	by
the	flesh	that	is	given	to	us	in	the	Most	Holy	Eucharist	as	bread	from	heaven.	To	meditate	on
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the	Word	in	the	Church	of	the	New	Covenant	always	amounts	to	abandoning	oneself	to	the
flesh	 of	 Jesus	 Christ.	 This	 abandonment	 implies	 accepting	 our	 own	 transformation	 by	 the
Cross.

I	will	return	to	this	subject	farther	on.	For	the	moment,	let	us	examine	several	stages	in	the
concrete	development	of	the	history	of	the	Church.

We	can	observe	a	first	step	in	the	institution	of	a	new	ministry.	The	Acts	of	the	Apostles
mention	the	excess	workload	of	the	apostles,	who,	in	addition	to	their	task	of	preaching	and
of	 leading	 the	 Church’s	 prayer,	 had	 to	 take	 upon	 themselves	 at	 the	 same	 time	 full
responsibility	for	the	care	of	the	poor.	One	result	of	this	was	that	the	Hellenistic	part	of	the
nascent	 Church	 felt	 neglected.	 The	 apostles	 then	 decided	 to	 devote	 themselves	 entirely	 to
prayer	 and	 the	 service	 of	 the	Word.	 For	 charitable	works,	 they	 created	 the	ministry	 of	 the
Seven,	which	was	later	identified	with	the	diaconate.	Moreover,	the	example	of	Saint	Stephen
shows	that	this	ministry,	too,	required	not	only	purely	practical	work	of	a	charitable	nature,
but	also	the	Spirit	and	faith	and,	therefore,	the	ability	to	serve	the	Word.

One	problem,	which	has	remained	crucial	to	this	day,	emerged	from	the	fact	that	the	new
ministries	were	based,	not	on	familial	descent,	but	on	divine	election	and	vocation.	Formerly,
the	continuity	of	 the	priestly	hierarchy	of	 Israel	was	assured	by	God	himself,	 since,	 in	 the
final	analysis,	he	was	the	one	who	gave	children	to	parents.	The	new	ministries,	on	the	other
hand,	 were	 based,	 not	 on	 membership	 in	 a	 family,	 but	 on	 a	 vocation	 given	 by	 God.
Furthermore,	this	call	must	be	recognized	and	accepted	by	the	man	to	whom	it	is	addressed.
This	is	why,	in	the	New	Testament	community,	the	problem	of	vocations	arises	from	the	very
beginning:	“Pray	therefore	the	Lord	of	the	harvest	to	send	out	laborers	into	his	harvest”	(Mt
9:38).	 In	every	generation,	 the	Church	 is	moved	by	 the	hope	and	concern	of	 finding	 those
who	are	called.	We	know	how	great	a	labor	and	a	worry	this	question	still	is	for	the	Church.

There	is	another	question	that	is	directly	connected	with	this	problem.	Very	quickly—we
do	 not	 know	 exactly	 when,	 but	 in	 any	 case	 very	 rapidly—the	 regular	 and	 even	 daily
celebration	of	the	Eucharist	became	essential	for	the	Church.	The	“supersubstantial”	bread	is
at	the	same	time	the	“daily”	bread	of	the	Church.	This	had	an	important	consequence,	which
is	precisely	what	haunts	the	Church	today.6

In	 the	 common	 awareness	 of	 Israel,	 priests	 were	 strictly	 obliged	 to	 observe	 sexual
abstinence	 during	 the	 times	when	 they	 led	worship	 and	were	 therefore	 in	 contact	with	 the
divine	mystery.	The	 relation	between	 sexual	 abstinence	and	divine	worship	was	 absolutely
clear	 in	 the	common	awareness	of	 Israel.	By	way	of	 example,	 I	wish	 to	 recall	 the	episode
about	David,	who,	while	fleeing	Saul,	asked	the	priest	Ahimelech	to	give	him	some	bread:
“The	priest	 answered	David,	 ‘I	have	no	common	bread	at	hand,	but	 there	 is	holy	bread;	 if
only	the	young	men	have	kept	themselves	from	women.’	And	David	answered	the	priest,	‘Of
a	truth	women	have	been	kept	from	us	as	always	when	I	go	on	an	expedition’	”	(1	Sam	21:4-
5).	Since	the	priests	of	the	Old	Testament	had	to	dedicate	themselves	to	worship	only	during
set	times,	marriage	and	the	priesthood	were	compatible.

But	because	of	the	regular	and	often	even	daily	celebration	of	the	Eucharist,	the	situation
of	the	priests	of	the	Church	of	Jesus	Christ	has	changed	radically.	From	now	on,	their	entire
life	is	in	contact	with	the	divine	mystery.	This	requires	on	their	part	exclusivity	with	regard	to
God.	 Consequently,	 this	 excludes	 other	 ties	 that,	 like	 marriage,	 involve	 one’s	 whole	 life.
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From	 the	daily	 celebration	of	 the	Eucharist,	which	 implies	 a	 permanent	 state	 of	 service	 to
God,	was	born	spontaneously	 the	 impossibility	of	a	matrimonial	bond.	We	can	say	that	 the
sexual	 abstinence	 that	 was	 functional	 was	 transformed	 automatically	 into	 an	 ontological
abstinence.	 Thus,	 its	 motivation	 and	 its	 significance	 were	 changed	 from	 within	 and
profoundly.

Nowadays	 some	 scholars	 too	 readily	make	 the	 facile	 statement	 that	 all	 this	was	 just	 the
result	 of	 a	 contempt	 for	 corporeality	 and	 sexuality.	 The	 critique	 claiming	 that	 priestly
celibacy	was	founded	on	a	Manichaean	concept	of	the	world	was	formulated	as	early	as	the
fourth	 century.	This	 critique	was	 immediately	 rejected,	 however,	 in	 a	 decisive	way	 by	 the
Fathers	of	the	Church,	who	put	an	end	to	it	for	a	certain	time.

Such	a	judgment	[of	consecrated	celibacy]	is	wrong.	To	prove	this,	 it	 is	enough	to	recall
that	 the	 Church	 has	 always	 considered	 marriage	 as	 a	 gift	 granted	 by	 God	 ever	 since	 the
earthly	paradise.	However,	the	married	state	involves	a	man	in	his	totality,	and	since	serving
the	Lord	likewise	requires	the	total	gift	of	a	man,	 it	does	not	seem	possible	to	carry	on	the
two	vocations	simultaneously.	Thus,	 the	ability	to	renounce	marriage	so	as	to	place	oneself
totally	at	the	Lord’s	disposition	became	a	criterion	for	priestly	ministry.

As	for	the	concrete	form	of	celibacy	in	the	early	Church,	it	is	advisable	also	to	emphasize
that	married	men	could	not	receive	the	sacrament	of	Holy	Orders	unless	they	had	pledged	to
observe	 sexual	 abstinence,	 therefore,	 to	 live	 in	 a	 so-called	 “Josephite”	 marriage,	 like	 the
marriage	of	Saint	Joseph	and	the	Virgin	Mary.	Such	a	situation	seems	to	have	been	altogether
normal	 over	 the	 course	 of	 the	 first	 centuries.	 There	 were	 a	 sufficient	 number	 of	 men	 and
women	 who	 considered	 it	 reasonable	 and	 possible	 to	 live	 in	 this	 way	 while	 together
dedicating	themselves	to	the	Lord.7

Three	texts	that	clarify	the	Christian	notion	of	priesthood

To	complete	these	reflections,	I	would	like	to	interpret	three	texts	from	Sacred	Scripture	that
reveal	the	profound	unity	between	the	two	Testaments	through	the	transition	from	the	Temple
of	 stone	 to	 the	 Temple	 which	 is	 the	 Body	 of	 Christ.	 However,	 this	 unity	 is	 not	 simply
mechanical;	it	results	from	progress	that	shows	how	thoroughly	the	profound	intention	of	the
initial	words	is	accomplished	precisely	by	the	transition	from	the	“letter”	to	the	Spirit.

Psalm	16:5-6:	the	words	used	for	admission	to	the	clerical	state	before	the	council

First	I	would	like	to	interpret	the	words	of	verses	5	and	6	of	Psalm	16,	which,	before	Vatican
Council	 II,	 were	 used	 during	 the	 tonsure	 ceremony	 that	 marked	 entrance	 into	 the	 clergy.
These	words	were	recited	by	the	bishop,	then	repeated	by	the	candidate,	who	in	this	way	was
welcomed	into	the	clergy	of	the	Church:	“Dominus	pars	hereditatis	meae	et	calicis	mei;	tu	es
qui	restitues	hereditatem	meam	mihi”:	“The	Lord	is	my	chosen	portion	and	my	cup;	you	hold
my	 lot.	The	 lines	have	 fallen	 for	me	 in	pleasant	places;	yes,	 I	have	a	goodly	heritage”	 (Ps
16:5-6).	Indeed,	the	psalm	expresses	exactly,	in	the	Old	Testament,	what	it	signifies	later	on
in	the	Church:	acceptance	into	the	priestly	community.	This	passage	recalls	that	all	the	tribes
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of	Israel,	as	well	as	each	family,	represented	the	heritage	of	God’s	promise	to	Abraham.	This
was	expressed	concretely	in	the	fact	that	each	family	obtained	as	its	inheritance	a	portion	of
the	Promised	Land,	 of	which	 it	 became	 the	 owner.	 Possession	 of	 a	 part	 of	 the	Holy	Land
gave	 to	 each	 family	 the	 certainty	 that	 it	 was	 sharing	 in	 the	 promise.	 In	 concrete	 terms,	 it
assured	them	a	livelihood.	Each	man	had	to	obtain	as	much	land	as	he	needed	in	order	to	live.
The	story	of	Naboth	(1	Kings	21:1-29),	who	absolutely	refused	to	give	his	vineyard	away	to
King	 Ahab,	 even	 though	 the	 latter	 said	 that	 he	 was	 willing	 to	 reimburse	 him	 completely,
clearly	shows	the	importance	of	this	concrete	share	of	the	heritage.	For	Naboth,	the	vineyard
was	 more	 than	 a	 valuable	 plot	 of	 land:	 it	 was	 his	 share	 in	 the	 promise	 that	 God	 made	 to
Israel.	Whereas	each	Israelite	had	at	his	disposal	a	tract	of	land	that	assured	him	of	what	he
needed	in	order	to	live,	the	tribe	of	Levi	had	a	peculiar	feature:	it	was	the	only	tribe	that	did
not	possess	land	as	its	heritage.	The	Levite	remained	without	land	and	was	therefore	deprived
of	an	 immediate	subsistence	derived	 from	 the	 land.	He	 lived	only	by	God	and	 for	God.	 In
practice,	 this	 implies	 that	 he	 had	 to	 live,	 according	 to	 precise	 norms,	 on	 the	 sacrificial
offerings	that	Israel	set	aside	for	God.

This	 Old	 Testament	 prefiguration	 is	 fulfilled	 in	 the	 priests	 of	 the	 Church	 in	 a	 new	 and
deeper	way:	they	must	live	only	by	God	and	for	him.	Saint	Paul	clearly	spells	out	what	this
implies	concretely.	The	apostle	lives	on	what	people	give	him,	because	he	himself	gives	them
the	 Word	 of	 God	 that	 is	 our	 authentic	 bread	 and	 our	 true	 life.	 In	 the	 Old	 Testament,	 the
Levites	renounce	the	possession	of	land.	In	the	New	Testament,	this	privation	is	transformed
and	renewed:	priests,	because	they	are	radically	consecrated	to	God,	renounce	marriage	and
family.	The	Church	interpreted	the	word	“clergy”	in	this	sense.	To	enter	the	clergy	means	to
renounce	a	self-centered	life	and	to	accept	God	alone	as	the	support	and	guarantee	of	one’s
own	life.

The	true	foundation	of	the	life	of	a	priest,	the	salt	of	his	existence,	the	earth	or	“land”	of
his	 life,	 is	God	himself.	Celibacy,	which	applies	 to	bishops	 throughout	 the	Church,	 in	both
East	and	West,	and,	according	to	a	tradition	going	back	to	a	time	close	to	that	of	the	apostles,
to	priests	in	general	in	the	Latin	Church,	can	be	understood	and	experienced	definitively	only
on	this	foundation.

I	had	meditated	for	a	long	time	on	this	idea	during	the	retreat	that	I	had	preached	in	Lent
1983	for	John	Paul	II	and	the	Roman	Curia:

There	is	no	need	to	make	any	great	transposition	[of	the	psalm]	in	our	own	[priestly]	spiritual	life.	Fundamental	parts
of	the	priesthood	are	something	like	the	status	of	the	Levites,	exposed,	not	having	land,	wholy	dependent	on	God.	The
account	of	vocation	in	Luke	5,1-11,	which	we	considered	first,	ends	not	without	reason	with	 the	words:	“They	left
everything	and	followed	him”	(v.	11).	Without	such	a	forsaking	on	our	part	there	is	no	priesthood.	The	call	to	follow
is	not	possible	without	this	sign	of	freedom	and	renunciation	of	any	kind	of	compromise.	I	think	that	from	this	point
of	view	celibacy	acquires	its	great	significance	as	a	forgoing	of	a	future	earthly	home	and	the	leading	of	one’s	own
life	in	chosen	and	familiar	surroundings,	and	that	thus	it	becomes	truly	indispensable,	in	order	that	being	given	over	to
God	may	remain	fundamental	and	become	truly	realized.	This	means—it	is	clear—that	celibacy	imposes	its	demands
in	whatever	setting	up	of	one’s	life.	Its	full	significance	cannot	be	attained	if	for	everything	else	we	follow	the	rules	of
property	and	of	life’s	game	as	commonly	accepted	today.	It	is	above	all	not	possible	for	celibacy	to	have	stability	if
we	do	not	make	remaining	close	to	God	the	center	of	our	life.

			Psalm	16,	like	Psalm	119,	is	a	strong	pointer	to	the	necessity	for	continual	meditation	to	make	the	word	of	God	our
own,	for	only	so	can	we	become	at	home	with	 it	and	can	it	become	our	home.	The	community	aspect	of	 liturgical
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prayer	and	worship	necessarily	connected	with	this	comes	out	here,	where	Psalm	16	speaks	of	the	Lord	as	‘my	cup’
(v.	5).	In	accordance	with	the	language	usual	in	the	Old	Testament	this	reference	is	to	the	festive	cup	which	would
have	been	passed	round	from	hand	to	hand	at	the	sacrificial	meal,	or	to	the	fatal	cup,	the	cup	of	wrath	or	salvation.
The	New	Testament	priest	who	prays	 the	psalm	can	 find	 indicated	here	 in	 a	 special	way	 that	 chalice	by	means	of
which	the	Lord	in	the	deepest	sense	has	become	our	land,	our	inheritance:	the	Eucharistic	Chalice,	in	which	he	shares
himself	with	us	as	our	life.	The	priestly	life	in	the	presence	of	God	thus	takes	on	actuality	in	our	life	in	virtue	of	the
Eucharistic	mystery.	In	the	most	profound	sense,	the	Eucharist	is	the	land	which	has	become	our	portion	and	of	which
we	can	say:	“The	lines	have	fallen	for	me	in	pleasant	places;	yea,	I	have	a	goodly	heritage”	(v.	6).8

I	 still	 have	 a	 vivid	 memory	 of	 the	 day	 when,	 on	 the	 eve	 of	 receiving	 the	 tonsure,	 I
meditated	on	this	verse	of	Psalm	16.	I	suddenly	understood	what	the	Lord	expected	of	me	at
that	moment:	he	wanted	to	have	my	life	completely	at	his	disposal,	and,	at	the	same	time,	he
entrusted	himself	entirely	to	me.	Thus	I	could	consider	that	the	words	of	this	psalm	applied	to
my	whole	destiny:	“The	Lord	is	my	chosen	portion	and	my	cup;	you	hold	my	lot.	The	lines
have	fallen	for	me	in	pleasant	places;	yes,	I	have	a	goodly	heritage”	(Ps	16:5-6).

The	Book	of	Deuteronomy	(10:8	and	18:5-8).The	words	incorporated	into	Eucharistic	Prayer
II:	 the	 role	 of	 the	 tribe	 of	 Levi	 reinterpreted	 from	 a	 Christological	 and	 Pneumatological
perspective	for	the	priests	of	the	Church

Secondly,	I	would	like	to	analyze	a	passage	taken	from	Eucharistic	Prayer	II	of	the	Roman
Liturgy	after	the	reform	of	Vatican	Council	II.	The	text	of	Eucharistic	Prayer	II	is	generally
attributed	to	Saint	Hippolytus	(died	around	235).	In	any	case,	it	is	very	old.	In	it	we	find	the
following	words:	“Domine,	panem	vitae	et	calicem	salutis	offerimus,	gratias	agentes	quia	nos
dignos	habuisti	astare	coram	te	et	tibi	ministrare.”	[We	offer	you,	Lord,	the	Bread	of	life	and
the	Chalice	of	salvation,	giving	thanks	that	you	have	held	us	worthy	to	be	in	your	presence
and	minister	to	you.]	This	sentence	does	not	mean,	as	some	liturgists	would	have	us	believe,
that	 even	 during	 the	 Eucharist	 Prayer	 the	 priests	 and	 the	 faithful	 ought	 to	 stand	 and	 not
kneel.9	 We	 can	 deduce	 the	 correct	 understanding	 of	 this	 sentence	 if	 we	 consider	 that	 it	 is
taken	 literally	 from	Deuteronomy	10:8	 and	 from	Deuteronomy	18:5-8,	where	 the	 essential
cultic	role	of	the	tribe	of	Levi	is	mentioned:	“At	that	time	the	LORD	set	apart	the	tribe	of	Levi
to	carry	the	ark	of	the	covenant	of	the	LORD,	to	stand	before	the	LORD	to	minister	to	him	and
to	bless	in	his	name”	(Deut	10:8).	“For	the	LORD	your	God	has	chosen	him	out	of	all	your
tribes,	to	stand	and	minister	in	the	name	of	the	LORD,	him	and	his	sons	for	ever”	(Deut	18:5).

In	Deuteronomy,	the	words	“stand	before	God	and	serve	him”	serve	to	define	the	essence
of	the	priesthood.	They	were	later	incorporated	into	the	Eucharistic	Prayer	of	the	Church	of
Jesus	 Christ	 to	 express	 the	 continuity	 and	 the	 newness	 of	 the	 priesthood	 in	 the	 New
Covenant.	 What	 was	 said	 formerly	 about	 the	 tribe	 of	 Levi	 and	 concerned	 it	 exclusively
applies	now	to	the	priests	and	the	bishops	of	the	Church.	Based	on	a	notion	inspired	by	the
Reformation,	 one	might	 be	 tempted	 to	 say	 that	we	 are	 looking	here	 at	 a	 step	 backward	 in
relation	to	the	newness	of	the	community	of	Jesus	Christ.	One	would	be	tempted	to	see	in	it	a
relapse	into	a	cultic	priesthood	that	was	outmoded	and	should	be	rejected.	Quite	the	contrary,
it	 is	precisely	 the	 step	 forward	of	 the	New	Covenant,	which	 takes	up	 into	 itself	 and	at	 the
same	 time	 transforms	 the	 Old	 Covenant	 by	 elevating	 it	 to	 the	 height	 of	 Jesus	 Christ.
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Priesthood	is	no	longer	linked	with	membership	in	a	family;	rather,	it	is	open	to	humanity	on
a	 vast	 scale.	 It	 no	 longer	 coincides	with	 the	 administration	 of	 the	 sacrifice	 in	 the	Temple;
rather	 it	 gathers	 humanity	 in	 the	 love	 of	 Jesus	 Christ,	 which	 embraces	 the	 whole	 world.
Worship	and	the	critique	of	worship,	liturgical	sacrifice	and	the	service	of	love	for	neighbor
are	now	one.	Consequently,	 the	words	“astare	 coram	 te	 et	 tibi	ministrare”	 [“to	 be	 in	 your
presence	 and	 minister	 to	 you”]	 do	 not	 envisage	 an	 exterior	 attitude.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 they
represent	 a	 profound	 point	 of	 unity	 between	 the	 Old	 and	 the	 New	 Testament,	 and	 they
describe	the	very	nature	of	the	priesthood.	In	the	final	analysis,	these	words	remind	us	of	the
fact	that	we	all	stand	before	God.

I	tried	to	interpret	this	text	in	a	homily	given	in	Saint	Peter’s	in	Rome	on	Holy	Thursday
2008;	I	cite	here	an	excerpt	from	it:

At	the	same	time	Holy	Thursday	is	an	occasion	for	us	to	ask	ourselves	over	and	over	again:	to	what	did	we	say	our
“yes”?	What	does	this	“being	a	priest	of	Jesus	Christ”	mean?	The	Second	Canon	of	our	Missal,	which	was	probably
compiled	 in	Rome	already	at	 the	end	of	 the	second	century,	describes	 the	essence	of	 the	priestly	ministry	with	 the
words	with	which,	in	the	Book	of	Deuteronomy	 (18:5-7),	 the	essence	of	 the	Old	Testament	priesthood	is	described:
astare	coram	te	et	tibi	ministrare	[“to	stand	and	minister	in	the	name	of	the	Lord”].	There	are	therefore	two	duties	that
define	 the	 essence	 of	 the	 priestly	 ministry:	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 “to	 stand	 in	 the	 Lord’s	 presence”.	 In	 the	 Book	 of
Deuteronomy	this	is	read	in	the	context	of	the	preceding	[regulation],	according	to	which	priests	do	not	receive	any
portion	of	land	in	the	Holy	Land—they	live	of	God	and	for	God.	They	did	not	attend	to	the	usual	work	necessary	to
sustain	daily	life.	Their	profession	was	to	“stand	in	the	Lord’s	presence”—to	look	to	him,	to	be	there	for	him.	Hence,
ultimately,	 the	word	 indicated	a	 life	 in	God’s	presence,	and	with	 this	also	a	ministry	of	 representing	others.	As	 the
others	cultivated	the	land,	from	which	the	priest	also	lived,	so	he	kept	the	world	open	to	God,	he	had	to	live	with	his
gaze	on	him.

	 	 	Now	 if	 this	 word	 is	 found	 in	 the	 Canon	 of	 the	 Mass	 immediately	 after	 the	 consecration	 of	 the	 gifts,	 after	 the
entrance	of	 the	Lord	 in	 the	 assembly	of	prayer,	 then	 for	us	 this	points	 to	being	before	 the	Lord	present,	 that	 is,	 it
indicates	the	Eucharist	as	the	center	of	priestly	life.	But	here	too,	the	meaning	is	deeper.	During	Lent	the	hymn	that
introduces	the	Office	of	Readings	of	the	Liturgy	of	the	Hours—the	Office	that	monks	once	recited	during	the	night
vigil	before	God	and	for	humanity—one	of	the	duties	of	Lent	is	described	with	the	imperative:	arctius	perstemus	in
custodia—we	must	be	even	more	 intensely	alert.	 In	 the	 tradition	of	Syrian	monasticism,	monks	were	described	as
“those	who	remained	standing”.	This	standing	was	an	expression	of	vigilance.	What	was	considered	here	as	a	duty	of
the	monks,	we	can	rightly	see	also	as	an	expression	of	the	priestly	mission	and	as	a	correct	interpretation	of	the	word
of	Deuteronomy:	the	priest	must	be	on	the	watch.	He	must	be	on	his	guard	in	the	face	of	the	menacing	powers	of	evil.
He	must	keep	the	world	awake	for	God.	He	must	be	the	one	who	remains	standing:	upright	before	the	trends	of	time.
Upright	 in	 truth.	 Upright	 in	 the	 commitment	 for	 good.	 Standing	 before	 the	 Lord	 must	 always	 also	 include,	 at	 its
depths,	responsibility	for	humanity	to	the	Lord,	who	in	his	turn	takes	on	the	burden	of	all	of	us	to	the	Father.	And	it
must	be	a	taking	on	of	him,	of	Christ,	of	his	word,	his	truth,	his	love.	The	priest	must	be	upright,	fearless	and	prepared
to	 sustain	even	 insults	 for	 the	Lord,	 as	 referred	 to	 in	 the	Acts	of	 the	Apostles:	 they	were	 “rejoicing	 that	 they	were
counted	worthy	to	suffer	dishonor	for	the	name”	of	Jesus	(5:41).

			Now	let	us	move	on	to	the	second	word	that	the	Second	Canon	repeats	from	the	Old	Testament	text—“to	stand	in
your	presence	and	serve	you”.	The	priest	must	be	an	upright	person,	vigilant,	a	person	who	remains	standing.	Service
is	then	added	to	all	this.	In	the	Old	Testament	text	this	word	has	an	essentially	ritualistic	meaning:	all	acts	of	worship
foreseen	by	the	Law	are	the	priests’	duty.	But	this	action,	according	to	the	rite,	was	classified	as	service,	as	a	duty	of
service,	and	thus	it	explains	in	what	spirit	this	activity	was	supposed	to	take	place.	With	the	use	of	the	word	“serve”	in
the	 Canon,	 the	 liturgical	 meaning	 of	 this	 term	 was	 adopted	 in	 a	 certain	 way—in	 keeping	 with	 the	 novelty	 of	 the
Christian	cult.	What	the	priest	does	at	that	moment,	in	the	Eucharistic	celebration,	is	to	serve	God	and	men.	The	cult
that	Christ	rendered	to	the	Father	was	the	giving	of	himself	to	the	end	for	humanity.	Into	this	cult,	 this	service,	the
priest	must	insert	himself.	Thus,	the	word	“serve”	contains	many	dimensions.	In	the	first	place,	part	of	it	is	certainly
the	correct	celebration	of	the	liturgy	and	of	the	sacraments	in	general,	accomplished	through	interior	participation.	We

Benedict, XVI, and Robert Cardinal Sarah. From the Depths of Our Hearts : Priesthood, Celibacy, and the Crisis of the Catholic Church, Ignatius Press, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=6341844.
Created from uaz on 2021-04-22 15:09:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 Ig

na
tiu

s 
P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



must	learn	to	understand	increasingly	the	sacred	liturgy	in	all	its	essence,	to	develop	a	living	familiarity	with	it,	so	that
it	becomes	the	soul	of	our	daily	life.	It	is	then	that	we	celebrate	in	the	correct	way;	it	is	then	that	the	ars	celebrandi,
the	art	of	celebrating,	emerges	by	itself.	In	this	art	there	must	be	nothing	artificial.	If	the	liturgy	is	the	central	duty	of
the	priest,	this	also	means	that	prayer	must	be	a	primary	reality,	to	be	learned	ever	anew	and	ever	more	deeply	at	the
school	 of	 Christ	 and	 of	 the	 saints	 of	 all	 the	 ages.	 Since	 the	 Christian	 liturgy	 by	 its	 nature	 is	 also	 always	 a
proclamation,	we	must	be	people	who	are	 familiar	with	 the	Word	of	God,	 love	 it	and	 live	by	 it:	only	 then	can	we
explain	it	in	an	adequate	way.	“To	serve	the	Lord”—priestly	service	also	means	precisely	to	learn	to	know	the	Lord	in
his	Word	and	to	make	it	known	to	all	those	he	entrusts	to	us.

			Lastly,	two	other	aspects	are	part	of	service.	No	one	is	closer	to	his	master	than	the	servant	who	has	access	to	the
most	private	dimensions	of	his	life.	In	this	sense	“to	serve”	means	closeness,	it	requires	familiarity.	This	familiarity
also	 involves	 a	 danger:	 when	 we	 continually	 encounter	 the	 sacred,	 it	 risks	 becoming	 habitual	 for	 us.	 In	 this	 way,
reverential	 fear	 is	extinguished.	Conditioned	by	all	our	habits,	we	no	longer	perceive	 the	great,	new	and	surprising
fact	that	he	himself	is	present,	speaks	to	us,	gives	himself	to	us.	We	must	ceaselessly	struggle	against	this	becoming
accustomed	 to	 the	 extraordinary	 reality,	 against	 the	 indifference	 of	 the	 heart,	 always	 recognizing	our	 insufficiency
anew	and	the	grace	that	there	is	in	the	fact	that	he	consigned	himself	into	our	hands.	To	serve	means	to	draw	near,	but
above	all	it	also	means	obedience.	The	servant	is	under	the	word:	“not	my	will,	but	thine,	be	done”	(Lk	22:42).	With
this	word	Jesus,	in	the	Garden	of	Olives,	has	resolved	the	decisive	battle	against	sin,	against	the	rebellion	of	the	sinful
heart.	Adam’s	sin	consisted	precisely	in	the	fact	that	he	wanted	to	accomplish	his	own	will	and	not	God’s.	Humanity’s
temptation	is	always	to	want	to	be	totally	autonomous,	to	follow	its	own	will	alone	and	to	maintain	that	only	in	this
way	will	we	be	 free;	 that	only	 thanks	 to	a	 similarly	unlimited	 freedom	would	man	be	completely	man.	But	 this	 is
precisely	how	we	pit	ourselves	against	the	truth.	Because	the	truth	is	that	we	must	share	our	freedom	with	others	and
we	can	be	free	only	in	communion	with	them.	This	shared	freedom	can	be	true	freedom	only	if	we	enter	into	what
constitutes	the	very	measure	of	freedom,	if	we	enter	into	God’s	will.	This	fundamental	obedience	that	is	part	of	the
human	being—a	person	cannot	be	merely	for	and	by	himself—becomes	still	more	concrete	in	the	priest:	we	do	not
preach	ourselves,	but	him	and	his	Word,	which	we	could	not	have	invented	ourselves.	We	proclaim	the	Word	of	Christ
in	the	correct	way	only	in	communion	with	his	Body.	Our	obedience	is	a	believing	with	the	Church,	a	thinking	and
speaking	with	the	Church,	serving	through	her.	What	Jesus	predicted	to	Peter	also	always	applies:	“You	will	be	taken
where	 you	 do	 not	 want	 to	 go.”	 This	 letting	 oneself	 be	 guided	 where	 one	 does	 not	 want	 to	 be	 led	 is	 an	 essential
dimension	of	our	service,	and	 it	 is	exactly	what	makes	us	 free.	 In	 this	being	guided,	which	can	be	contrary	 to	our
ideas	and	plans,	we	experience	something	new—the	wealth	of	God’s	love.

			“To	stand	in	his	presence	and	serve	him”:	Jesus	Christ	as	the	true	High	Priest	of	the	world	has	conferred	on	these
words	 a	 previously	 unimaginable	 depth.	 He,	 who	 as	 Son	 of	 God	 was	 and	 is	 the	 Lord,	 has	 willed	 to	 become	 that
Servant	of	God	which	the	vision	of	the	Book	of	the	Prophet	Isaiah	had	foreseen.	He	has	willed	to	be	the	Servant	of
all.	He	has	portrayed	the	whole	of	his	high	priesthood	in	the	gesture	of	the	washing	of	the	feet.	With	the	gesture	of
love	to	the	end	he	washes	our	dirty	feet,	with	the	humility	of	his	service	he	cleanses	us	from	the	illness	of	our	pride.
Thus,	he	makes	us	able	to	become	partakers	of	God’s	banquet.	He	has	descended,	and	the	true	ascent	of	man	is	now
accomplished	in	our	descending	with	him	and	toward	him.	His	elevation	is	the	Cross.	It	is	the	deepest	descent	and,	as
love	pushed	to	 the	 limit,	 it	 is	at	 the	same	time	the	culmination	of	 the	ascent,	 the	 true	“elevation”	of	humanity.	“To
stand	in	his	presence	and	serve	him”:	this	now	means	to	enter	into	his	call	to	serve	God.	The	Eucharist	as	the	presence
of	 the	 descent	 and	 ascent	 of	 Christ	 thus	 always	 recalls,	 beyond	 itself,	 the	 many	 ways	 of	 service	 through	 love	 of
neighbor.	Let	us	ask	the	Lord	on	this	day	for	the	gift	to	be	able	to	say	again	in	this	sense	our	“yes”	to	his	call:	“Here
am	I!	Send	me”	(Is	6:8).	Amen.10

John	17:17:	the	high-priestly	prayer	of	Jesus,	interpretation	of	priestly	ordination

To	 conclude,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 reflect	 for	 another	 moment	 on	 several	 words	 taken	 from	 the
high-priestly	 prayer	 of	 Jesus	 (Jn	 17)	 that,	 on	 the	 eve	 of	 my	 priestly	 ordination,	 were
particularly	 engraved	 on	 my	 heart.	 While	 the	 Synoptic	 Gospels	 report	 essentially	 the
preaching	of	 Jesus	 in	Galilee,	 John—who	 seems	 to	 have	 had	 relations	 of	 kinship	with	 the
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Temple	 aristocracy—relates	 chiefly	 the	 proclamation	 of	 Jesus	 in	 Jerusalem	 and	 mentions
questions	 concerning	 the	 Temple	 and	 worship.	 In	 this	 context,	 Jesus’	 high-priestly	 prayer
takes	on	a	particular	importance.

I	do	not	intend	to	repeat	here	the	various	elements	that	I	analyzed	in	volume	2	of	my	book
on	Jesus.11	I	would	like	to	limit	myself	only	to	verses	17	and	18,	which	especially	struck	me
on	the	eve	of	my	priestly	ordination.	Here	is	the	text:	“Consecrate	them”	[sanctify	them]	in
the	 truth;	 your	word	 is	 truth.	As	you	 sent	me	 into	 the	world,	 so	 I	 have	 sent	 them	 into	 the
world.”	The	word	“holy”	[saint,	root	of	sanctity]	expresses	God’s	particular	nature.	He	alone
is	the	Holy	One.	Man	becomes	holy	insofar	as	he	begins	to	be	with	God.	To	be	with	God	is	to
put	 aside	 what	 is	 only	 me	 and	 to	 become	 one	 with	 God’s	 whole	 will.	 Nevertheless,	 this
liberation	from	myself	can	prove	to	be	very	painful,	and	it	 is	never	accomplished	once	and
for	all.	However,	we	can	also	understand	the	term	“to	sanctify”	to	mean	in	a	very	concrete
way	priestly	ordination,	in	the	sense	in	which	it	implies	that	the	living	God	radically	claims	a
man	 in	 order	 to	 make	 him	 enter	 into	 his	 service.	 When	 the	 text	 says,	 “Sanctify	 [in	 some
translations:	 consecrate]	 them	 in	 the	 truth”,	 the	 Lord	 is	 asking	 the	 Father	 to	 include	 the
Twelve	in	his	mission,	to	ordain	them	priests.

“Sanctify	 [consecrate]	 them	 in	 the	 truth.”	 Here,	 it	 seems	 also	 that	 there	 is	 a	 discreet
reference	 to	 the	 rite	 of	 priestly	 ordination	 in	 the	 Old	 Testament:	 the	 ordinand	 was	 in	 fact
physically	purified	by	a	complete	washing	before	putting	on	the	sacred	vestments.	These	two
elements	considered	together	mean	that,	 in	this	way,	the	one	sent	becomes	a	new	man.	But
what	is	a	symbolic	figure	in	the	ritual	of	the	Old	Testament	becomes	a	reality	in	the	prayer	of
Jesus.	The	only	washing	that	can	really	purify	man	is	the	truth,	is	Christ	himself.	And	he	is
also	 the	 new	garment	 to	which	 the	 exterior	 cultic	 vestment	 alludes.	 “Sanctify	 [consecrate]
them	in	the	truth.”	This	means:	immerse	them	completely	in	Jesus	Christ	so	that	what	Paul
noted	as	 the	 fundamental	 experience	of	his	 apostolate	might	prove	 true	 for	 them:	“It	 is	no
longer	I	who	live,	but	Christ	who	lives	in	me”	(Gal	2:20).

Thus,	 on	 that	 eve	 of	 my	 ordination,	 a	 deep	 impression	 was	 left	 on	 my	 soul	 of	 what	 it
means	 to	 be	 ordained	 a	 priest,	 beyond	 all	 the	 ceremonial	 aspects:	 it	 means	 that	 we	 must
continually	be	purified	and	overcome	by	Christ	so	that	he	is	the	one	who	speaks	and	acts	in
us,	and	less	and	less	we	ourselves.	It	appeared	to	me	clearly	that	this	process,	which	consists
of	becoming	one	with	him	and	renouncing	what	belongs	only	to	us,	lasts	a	whole	lifetime	and
continually	includes	liberations	and	painful	renewals.

In	 this	 sense,	 the	 words	 of	 John	 17:17	 pointed	 out	 to	 me	 the	 way	 that	 I	 have	 walked
throughout	my	life.

Benedict	XVI
Vatican	City,	Mater	Ecclesiae	Monastery

September	17,	2019
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II

Loving	to	the	End

An	Ecclesiological	and	Pastoral
Look	at	Priestly	Celibacy

by	Robert	Cardinal	Sarah
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“When	Jesus	knew	that	his	hour	had	come	to	depart	out	of	this	world	to	the	Father,	having
loved	his	own	who	were	in	the	world,	he	loved	them	to	the	end”	(Jn	13:1).	These	words	of
the	 Evangelist	 John	 solemnly	 introduce	 the	 great	 “high-priestly	 prayer”	 of	 Jesus	 after	 the
Last	Supper	on	Holy	Thursday.	They	express	well	the	dispositions	of	soul	that	are	necessary
for	any	reflection	on	the	mystery	of	the	priest.

How	can	we	approach	this	subject	without	trembling?	It	is	important	to	take	our	time	and
to	open	our	souls	to	the	breath	of	the	Holy	Spirit.	The	priesthood,	to	repeat	the	words	of	the
Curé	of	Ars,	is	the	love	of	the	heart	of	Jesus.	We	must	not	make	of	it	a	subject	of	polemics,	of
ideological	 battle,	 or	 of	 political	 maneuvering.	 Nor	 can	 we	 reduce	 it	 to	 a	 question	 of
discipline	or	of	pastoral	organization.

In	 these	 recent	 months,	 we	 have	 seen	 so	 much	 haste,	 so	 much	 excitement	 around	 the
Synod	on	Amazonia.	My	bishop’s	heart	 is	worried.	 I	 have	met	with	many	priests	who	are
disoriented,	disturbed,	and	wounded	 in	 the	very	depths	of	 their	 spiritual	 life	by	 the	violent
challenges	 to	 the	Church’s	 doctrine.	 I	want	 to	 say	 to	 them	 again	 today:	Be	 not	 afraid!	As
Benedict	XVI	recalled:

The	priest	is	a	gift	of	the	Heart	of	Christ:	a	gift	for	the	Church	and	for	the	world.	From	the	Heart	of	the	Son	of	God,
brimming	with	 love,	 flow	all	 the	goods	of	 the	Church.	From	 it	originates,	 in	particular,	 the	vocation	of	 those	men
who,	won	over	by	the	Lord	Jesus,	leave	all	things	to	devote	themselves	without	reserve	to	the	service	of	the	Christian
people,	after	the	example	of	the	Good	Shepherd.1

Dear	brother	priests,	I	want	to	tell	you	the	unvarnished	truth.	You	seem	lost,	discouraged,
overcome	by	suffering.	A	terrible	sense	of	abandonment	and	loneliness	grips	your	heart.	In	a
world	undermined	by	unbelief	and	indifference,	an	apostle	inevitably	suffers:	a	priest	on	fire
with	faith	and	apostolic	love	quickly	realizes	that	the	world	in	which	he	lives	is,	so	to	speak,
upside	down.	Nevertheless,	the	mystery	that	dwells	in	you	can	give	you	the	strength	to	live	in
the	midst	of	the	world.	And	every	time	the	servant	of	“the	one	thing	necessary”	strives	to	put
God	at	the	heart	of	his	life,	it	brings	a	bit	of	light	into	the	darkness.

In	 the	 priesthood,	 the	 sacramental	 continuation	 of	 the	 Good	 Shepherd’s	 love	 is	 at	 stake.
Therefore	I	speak	up	so	that	everywhere	in	the	Church,	in	a	spirit	of	true	synodality,	a	calm,
prayerful	 reflection	on	 the	spiritual	 reality	of	 the	sacrament	of	Holy	Orders	can	commence
and	be	renewed.	And	I	beg	those	on	either	side:	let	us	not	go	too	fast!	We	will	not	be	able	to
change	things	in	a	few	months.	Unless	our	decisions	are	rooted	in	prolonged	adoration,	they
will	have	the	same	future	as	the	slogans	and	political	speeches	that	follow	one	another	and
fall	into	oblivion.

Pope	 Emeritus	 Benedict	 XVI	 has	 given	 us	 the	 gift	 of	 an	 extraordinary	 lectio	 divina	 in
which	 he	 goes	 back	 to	 the	 biblical	 sources	 of	 the	mystery	 of	 the	 priesthood.	As	 for	me,	 I
would	like	very	humbly	to	take	a	pastor’s	look	at	this	sacrament.

Our	 pastoral	 reflection	 must	 not	 be	 enslaved	 to	 current	 events	 alone	 or	 reduced	 to	 a
sociological	 analysis.	 It	 is	 urgent	 to	 nourish	 it	 through	 contemplation	 and	 to	 structure	 it
through	 theology.	But	 it	must	 also	be	 concrete.	 Indeed,	 I	 have	noticed	 that	often	 some	are
content	 to	 recall	 the	 theoretical	 principles	 without	 drawing	 from	 them	 the	 practical
consequences.	Thus,	 in	addressing	the	theology	of	the	priesthood,	 it	 is	not	enough	to	recall
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the	value	of	celibacy.	 It	 is	necessary	also	 to	draw	 the	concrete	ecclesiological	and	pastoral
consequences	of	it.

During	the	Synod	on	Amazonia,	I	took	the	time	to	listen	to	people	on	the	ground	and	to	talk
with	 experienced	 missionaries.	 These	 exchanges	 reassured	 me	 in	 the	 thought	 that	 the
possibility	of	ordaining	married	men	would	be	a	pastoral	catastrophe,	lead	to	ecclesiological
confusion,	 and	 obscure	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 priesthood.	 These	 are	 the	 three	 points
around	which	I	articulate	the	reflection	that	I	wish	to	present	to	you	today.

A	pastoral	catastrophe

The	priesthood:	an	ontological	entrance	into	the	“yes”	of	Christ	the	priest

We	could	summarize	the	meditation	of	the	pope	emeritus	in	a	few	words:	Jesus	reveals	to	us
in	his	person	the	fullness	of	the	priesthood.	He	gives	its	full	meaning	to	what	was	announced
and	roughly	sketched	in	the	Old	Testament.	The	heart	of	this	revelation	is	simple:	a	priest	is
not	 only	 a	 man	 who	 performs	 a	 sacrificial	 function.	 He	 is	 a	 man	 who	 offers	 himself	 as	 a
sacrifice	through	love,	following	Christ.	Benedict	XVI	thus	shows	us	clearly	and	definitively
that	the	priesthood	is	a	“state	of	life”:	“The	priest	is	removed	from	worldly	bonds	and	given
over	to	God,	and	precisely	in	this	way,	starting	with	God,	he	must	be	available	for	others,	for
everyone.”2	Priestly	celibacy	is	the	expression	of	the	intention	to	place	oneself	at	the	disposal
of	 the	 Lord	 and	 of	 man.	 Pope	 Benedict	 XVI	 demonstrates	 that	 priestly	 celibacy	 is	 not	 a
welcome	 “spiritual	 supplement”	 in	 the	 priest’s	 life.	 A	 consistent	 priestly	 life	 ontologically
requires	celibacy.

Benedict	XVI,	 in	his	preceding	 text,	shows	that	 the	 transition	from	the	priesthood	of	 the
Old	Testament	 to	 the	priesthood	of	 the	New	Testament	 is	 revealed	 in	 the	 transition	 from	a
“functional	sexual	abstinence”	to	an	“ontological	abstinence”.	I	 think	that	never	has	a	pope
expressed	 so	 forcefully	 the	 necessity	 of	 priestly	 celibacy.	 We	 must	 meditate	 on	 these
reflections	of	a	man	who	is	approaching	the	end	of	his	life.	At	this	crucial	hour,	one	does	not
take	 speech	 lightly.	 Benedict	 XVI	 tells	 us	 also	 that	 the	 priesthood,	 because	 it	 involves
offering	 the	 sacrifice	 of	 the	 Mass,	 makes	 a	 matrimonial	 bond	 impossible.	 I	 would	 like	 to
underscore	this	last	point.	For	a	priest,	the	celebration	of	the	Eucharist	does	not	amount	only
to	carrying	out	rites.	The	celebration	of	the	Mass	presupposes	that	he	enters	with	his	whole
being	 into	 the	great	gift	of	Christ	 to	 the	Father,	 into	 the	great	“yes”	of	Jesus	 to	his	Father:
“Into	your	hands	I	commit	my	spirit!”	(Lk	23:46).	Now	celibacy	“is	a	definitive	‘yes’.	It	is	to
let	oneself	be	taken	in	the	hand	of	God,	to	give	oneself	into	the	hands	of	the	Lord,	into	his
‘I’.	.	.	.	It	is	the	definitive	‘yes’.”3

If	 we	 reduce	 priestly	 celibacy	 to	 a	 question	 of	 discipline,	 of	 adaptation	 to	 customs	 and
cultures,	 we	 isolate	 the	 priesthood	 from	 its	 foundation.	 In	 this	 sense,	 priestly	 celibacy	 is
necessary	for	a	correct	understanding	of	the	priesthood.	“Part	of	the	priesthood,	moreover,	is
truly	making	oneself	available	to	the	Lord	in	the	fullness	of	one’s	being	and,	consequently,
finding	 oneself	 totally	 available	 to	 men	 and	 women.	 I	 think	 celibacy	 is	 a	 fundamental
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expression	of	 this	 totality”,4	Benedict	XVI	boldly	declared	 to	 the	 clergy	of	 the	Diocese	of
Bolzano,	Italy.

The	pastoral	and	missionary	urgency	of	priestly	celibacy

As	a	bishop,	I	fear	that	 the	plan	to	ordain	married	men	as	priests	might	generate	a	pastoral
catastrophe.	It	would	be	a	catastrophe	for	the	faithful	to	whom	they	would	be	sent.	It	would
be	a	catastrophe	for	the	priests	themselves.

How	 could	 a	 Christian	 community	 understand	 the	 priest	 if	 it	 is	 not	 obvious	 that	 he	 is
“removed	 from	 the	 common	 sphere”	 and	 “delivered	over	 to	God”?5	How	could	Christians
understand	that	the	priest	gives	himself	to	them	if	he	is	not	entirely	given	over	to	the	Father?
If	he	does	not	enter	into	Jesus’	kenosis,	annihilation,	impoverishment?	“Though	he	was	in	the
form	 of	 God,	 [Jesus]	 did	 not	 count	 equality	 with	 God	 a	 thing	 to	 be	 grasped,	 but	 emptied
himself,	taking	the	form	of	a	servant”	(Phil	2:6-7).	He	emptied	himself	of	what	he	was	in	an
act	of	freedom	and	love.	Christ’s	abasement	even	to	the	Cross	is	not	simply	obedient,	humble
conduct.	 It	 is	 an	 act	 of	 self-abandonment	 through	 love	 in	 which	 the	 Son	 delivers	 himself
entirely	 to	 the	 Father	 and	 to	 humanity:	 this	 is	 the	 foundation	 of	Christ’s	 priesthood.	How,
then,	could	a	priest	keep,	preserve,	and	claim	a	right	to	a	matrimonial	bond?	How	could	he
refuse	to	make	himself	a	slave	with	Jesus	the	priest?	This	total	delivering	of	himself	in	Christ
is	the	condition	for	a	total	gift	of	self	 to	everyone.	He	who	has	not	given	himself	totally	to
God	is	not	given	perfectly	to	his	brethren.

What	view	of	 the	priest	will	 some	 isolated,	poorly	evangelized	populations	have?	 Is	 the
intention	to	prevent	them	from	discovering	the	fullness	of	the	Christian	priesthood?	In	early
1976,	when	 I	was	a	young	priest,	 I	 traveled	 to	certain	 remote	villages	 in	Guinea.	Some	of
them	 had	 not	 had	 a	 visit	 from	 a	 priest	 for	 almost	 ten	 years,	 because	 the	 European
missionaries	 had	 been	 expelled	 in	 1967	 by	 Sékou	 Touré.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 Christians
continued	 to	 teach	 the	 catechism	 to	 the	 children	 and	 to	 recite	 their	 daily	 prayers	 and	 the
Rosary.	 They	 showed	 a	 great	 devotion	 to	 the	 Virgin	 Mary	 and	 gathered	 every	 Sunday	 to
listen	to	the	Word	of	God.

I	 had	 the	 grace	 of	 meeting	 these	 men	 and	 women	 who	 kept	 the	 faith	 without	 any
sacramental	support,	for	lack	of	priests.	They	were	nourished	by	the	Word	of	God	and	kept
their	 faith	 alive	 through	daily	prayer.	 I	will	 never	 be	 able	 to	 forget	 their	 unimaginable	 joy
when	I	celebrated	Mass,	which	they	had	not	experienced	for	such	a	long	time.	Allow	me	to
state	 forcefully	 and	 with	 certainty:	 I	 think	 that	 if	 they	 had	 ordained	 married	 men	 in	 each
village,	 the	 Eucharistic	 hunger	 of	 the	 faithful	 would	 have	 been	 extinguished.	 The	 people
would	have	been	cut	off	from	that	joy	of	receiving	another	Christ	in	the	priest.	For,	with	the
instinct	of	faith,	poor	people	know	that	a	priest	who	has	renounced	marriage	gives	them	the
gift	of	all	his	spousal	love.

How	many	times,	while	walking	for	long	hours	between	the	villages,	with	a	briefcase-altar
on	 my	 head,	 under	 the	 blazing	 sun,	 I	 myself	 experienced	 the	 joy	 of	 self-giving	 for	 the
Church-Bride.	 While	 traveling	 through	 swamps	 in	 a	 makeshift	 canoe,	 in	 the	 middle	 of
lagoons,	or	while	crossing	dangerous	torrents	where	we	were	afraid	of	being	engulfed,	I	felt
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quite	 palpably	 the	 joy	 of	 being	 entirely	 dedicated	 to	 God	 and	 available,	 given	 over	 to	 his
people.

How	I	would	love	it	if	all	my	confreres	could	someday	experience	the	welcome	of	a	priest
in	an	African	village	that	recognizes	Christ	the	Bridegroom	in	him:	what	an	explosion	of	joy!
What	festivity!	The	songs,	the	dances,	the	effusiveness,	and	the	meals	express	the	gratitude
of	the	people	for	this	gift	of	self	in	Christ.

The	 ordination	 of	 married	 men	 would	 deprive	 the	 young	 Churches	 that	 are	 being
evangelized	of	this	experience	of	the	presence	and	of	the	visit	of	Christ,	delivered	and	given
in	the	person	of	the	celibate	priest.	The	pastoral	tragedy	would	be	immense.	It	would	lead	to
an	impoverishment	of	evangelization.

I	am	convinced	that	if	a	large	number	of	Western	priests	or	bishops	are	willing	to	relativize
the	greatness	and	the	importance	of	celibacy,	it	is	because	they	have	never	had	the	concrete
experience	of	 the	gratitude	of	 a	Christian	 community.	 I	 am	not	 speaking	 simply	 in	 human
terms.	I	think	that	in	this	gratitude	there	is	an	experience	of	faith.	Poor	and	simple	people	are
able	to	discern	with	the	eyes	of	faith	the	presence	of	Christ	the	Bridegroom	of	the	Church	in
the	celibate	priest.	This	spiritual	experience	is	fundamental	in	the	life	of	a	priest.	It	cures	him
forever	of	all	forms	of	clericalism.	Having	experienced	it	in	the	flesh,	I	know	that	Christians
see	in	me	Christ	who	is	delivered	for	them,	and	not	my	limited	person	with	its	qualities	and
its	many	defects.

Without	this	concrete	experience,	celibacy	becomes	a	burden	too	heavy	to	carry.	I	get	the
impression	that	for	some	bishops	from	the	West	or	even	from	South	America,	celibacy	has
become	a	heavy	load.	They	remain	faithful	to	it	but	no	longer	feel	that	they	have	the	courage
to	impose	it	on	future	priests	and	on	Christian	communities	because	they	themselves	suffer
from	 it.	 I	 understand	 them.	Who	could	 impose	 a	burden	on	others	without	 loving	 its	 deep
meaning?	Would	that	not	be	pharisaical?

Nevertheless,	 I	 am	 certain	 that	 there	 is	 an	 error	 of	 perspective	 here.	 Although	 it	 is
sometimes	a	trial,	priestly	celibacy,	correctly	understood,	is	liberating.	It	allows	the	priest	to
become	established	quite	consistently	in	his	identity	as	spouse	of	the	Church.

A	plan	that	consisted	of	depriving	communities	and	priests	of	this	joy	would	not	be	a	work
of	mercy.	As	a	 son	of	Africa,	 I	 cannot	 in	 conscience	 support	 the	 idea	 that	people	who	are
being	evangelized	should	be	deprived	of	this	encounter	with	a	priesthood	that	is	fully	lived
out.	The	peoples	of	Amazonia	have	the	right	to	a	full	experience	of	Christ	the	Bridegroom.
We	cannot	offer	them	“second-class”	priests.

On	the	contrary,	the	younger	a	Church	is,	the	more	she	needs	an	encounter	with	the	radical
character	 of	 the	 Gospel.	 When	 Saint	 Paul	 exhorts	 the	 young	 Christian	 communities	 of
Ephesus,	Philippi,	and	Colossae,	he	does	not	confront	 them	with	an	unattainable	 ideal	but,
rather,	teaches	them	all	the	demands	of	the	Gospel:	“As	therefore	you	received	Christ	Jesus
the	Lord,	so	live	in	him,	rooted	and	built	up	in	him	and	established	in	the	faith,	just	as	you
were	taught,	abounding	in	thanksgiving.	See	to	it	that	no	one	makes	a	prey	of	you	[in	French:
reduces	 you	 to	 slavery]	 by	 philosophy	 and	 empty	 deceit,	 according	 to	 human	 tradition,
according	to	the	elemental	spirits	of	the	universe,	and	not	according	to	Christ”	(Col	2:6-8).	In
this	 teaching	 there	 is	 neither	 rigidity	nor	 intolerance.	The	Word	of	God	demands	 a	 radical
conversion.	 It	 is	 incompatible	 with	 compromises	 and	 ambiguities.	 It	 is	 “living	 and	 active,
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sharper	than	any	two-edged	sword”	(Heb	4:12).	Following	Paul’s	example,	we	must	preach
with	clarity	and	gentleness,	without	polemical	harshness	or	half-hearted	timidity.

Allow	me	 to	 refer	 once	 again	 to	my	personal	 experience.	 In	my	 childhood,	 I	 lived	 in	 a
world	 that	had	barely	emerged	 from	paganism.	My	parents	did	not	know	Christianity	until
they	were	adults.	My	father	was	baptized	two	years	after	my	birth.	My	grandmother	received
Baptism	at	the	moment	of	her	death.	Therefore,	I	was	well	acquainted	with	animism	and	the
traditional	 religion.	 I	 know	 the	 difficulty	 of	 evangelization,	 the	 painful	 uprooting	 and	 the
heroic	changes	that	neophytes	must	confront	with	regard	to	pagan	customs,	ways	of	life,	and
traditions.	I	imagine	what	the	evangelization	of	my	village	would	have	been	like	if	a	married
man	had	been	ordained	a	priest	there.	The	thought	of	it	wrenches	my	heart.	What	sadness!	I
certainly	would	not	be	a	priest	today,	because	the	radical	character	of	the	missionaries’	life	is
what	attracted	me.

How	dare	we	deprive	peoples	of	the	joy	of	such	an	encounter	with	Christ?	I	consider	that	a
contemptuous	attitude.	Some	have	exploited	and	hardened	the	opposition	between	“pastoral
care	 by	 visit”	 and	 “pastoral	 care	 of	 presence”.	 The	 visit	 to	 a	 community	 by	 a	 missionary
priest	who	has	come	from	a	distant	land	expresses	the	solicitude	of	the	Universal	Church.	It
is	the	image	of	the	Word	visiting	humanity.	The	ordination	of	a	married	man	in	the	midst	of
the	community	would	express	the	opposite	movement:	as	if	each	community	were	bound	to
find	the	means	of	salvation	within	itself.

When	the	great	missionary	Saint	Paul	tells	us	about	his	visits	to	the	communities	in	Asia
Minor	that	he	himself	founded,	he	gives	us	the	example	of	an	apostle	visiting	the	Christian
communities	in	order	to	strengthen	them.

God’s	mercy	becomes	incarnate	in	Christ’s	visit.	We	receive	it	with	gratitude.	For	us	it	is
an	opening	onto	the	whole	ecclesial	family.	I	fear	that	the	ordination	of	married	men	who	are
responsible	for	a	community	might	close	that	community	in	on	itself	and	cut	it	off	from	the
universality	of	the	Church.	How	could	anyone	ask	a	married	man	to	change	his	community,
while	taking	his	wife	and	children	along	with	him?	How	could	he	experience	the	freedom	of
a	servant	who	is	ready	to	give	himself	to	everyone?

The	priesthood	 is	 a	gift	 that	 is	 received	as	 the	 Incarnation	of	 the	Word	 is	 received.	 It	 is
neither	a	 right	nor	an	obligation.	A	community	 that	was	 formed	according	 to	 the	 idea	of	a
“right	 to	 the	Eucharist”	would	no	 longer	be	a	disciple	of	Christ.	As	 its	name	 indicates,	 the
Eucharist	 is	 thanksgiving,	 a	gratuitous	gift,	 a	merciful	present.	The	Eucharistic	presence	 is
received	with	wonder	 and	 joy	as	 an	unmerited	gift.	Any	believer	who	claims	 it	 as	his	due
shows	that	he	is	incapable	of	understanding	it.

I	am	persuaded	that	the	Christian	communities	of	Amazonia	themselves	do	not	think	along
the	 lines	 of	Eucharistic	 demands.	 I	 think,	 rather,	 that	 these	 topics	 are	 obsessions	 that	 stem
from	theological	milieus	at	universities.	We	are	dealing	with	ideologies	developed	by	a	few
theologians,	or	rather	sorcerer’s	apprentices,	who	wish	to	utilize	the	distress	of	poor	peoples
as	an	experimental	laboratory	for	their	clever	plans.	I	cannot	resolve	to	be	silent	and	let	them
do	so.	I	want	to	take	up	the	defense	of	the	poor,	the	little	ones,	these	people	who	have	“no
voice”.	Let	us	not	deprive	them	of	the	fullness	of	the	priesthood.	Let	us	not	deprive	them	of
the	true	meaning	of	the	Eucharist.	We	cannot	“tamper	with	[trafiquer]	the	Catholic	doctrine
of	the	priesthood	and	celibacy	in	order	to	tailor-make	a	response	to	the	felt	or	alleged	needs
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of	some	extreme	pastoral	situations”,	Marc	Cardinal	Ouellet	recently	remarked.	“Above	all,	I
think	that	the	Latin	Church	does	not	know	her	own	tradition	of	celibacy,	which	goes	back	to
apostolic	 times	 and	 was	 the	 secret	 and	 the	 driving	 force	 of	 her	 strong	 missionary
expansion.”6	The	point	we	are	 talking	about	 is	of	capital	 importance.	Priestly	celibacy	 is	a
powerful	driving	force	of	evangelization.	It	makes	the	missionary	credible.	More	radically,	it
makes	 him	 free,	 ready	 to	 go	 anywhere	 and	 to	 risk	 everything	 because	 he	 is	 no	 longer
detained	by	any	place.

In	light	of	Church	tradition

Some	will	 think	 that	my	 reflection	 is	mistaken.	Some	will	 tell	me	 that	 priestly	 celibacy	 is
only	a	discipline	that	was	imposed	at	a	late	date	by	the	Latin	Church	on	her	clerics.

I	have	read	such	statements,	which	are	 repeated	 in	many	newspapers.	Historical	honesty
obliges	me	to	declare	that	they	are	false.	Serious	historians	know	that	from	the	fourth	century
on,	 the	 councils	 recall	 the	 necessity	 of	 continence	 for	 priests.7	 We	 must	 be	 precise.	 Many
married	 men	 were	 ordained	 priests	 during	 the	 first	 millennium.	 But	 from	 the	 day	 of	 their
ordination	on,	they	were	obliged	to	abstain	from	sexual	relations	with	their	wives.	This	point
is	regularly	recalled	by	the	councils,	which	rely	on	a	tradition	received	from	the	apostles.	Is	it
conceivable	 that	 the	 Church	 could	 have	 brutally	 introduced	 this	 discipline	 of	 clerical
continence	without	 causing	 a	 general	 outcry	 among	 those	 on	whom	 it	would	 be	 imposed?
Now	historians	 emphasize	 the	 absence	 of	 protests	when	 the	Council	 of	Elvira,	 at	 the	 very
beginning	 of	 the	 fourth	 century,	 decided	 to	 exclude	 from	 the	 clerical	 state	 those	 bishops,
priests,	 and	 deacons	who	were	 suspected	 of	 engaging	 in	 sexual	 relations	with	 their	wives.
The	fact	that	such	a	demanding	decision	aroused	no	opposition	proves	that	the	law	of	clerical
continence	 was	 not	 something	 new.	 The	 Church	 had	 just	 emerged	 from	 the	 period	 of
persecutions.	One	of	her	first	concerns	was	to	recall	a	rule	that	may	occasionally	have	been
bent	in	the	turmoil	of	the	age	of	martyrs	but	was	already	well	established.

Some	commentators	show	terrible	intellectual	dishonesty.	They	tell	us:	there	were	married
priests.	That	is	true.	But	they	were	obliged	to	practice	complete	continence.	Do	we	want	to
go	back	 to	 that	state	of	affairs?	The	esteem	in	which	we	hold	 the	sacrament	of	Matrimony
and	the	better	understanding	that	we	have	of	it	since	the	council	forbid	it.

The	priesthood	is	a	response	to	a	personal	vocation.	It	is	the	fruit	of	an	intimate	call	from
God,	the	archetype	of	which	is	God’s	call	 to	Samuel	(1	Sam	3).	A	man	does	not	become	a
priest	because	it	is	necessary	to	fill	a	need	of	the	community	and	someone	has	to	occupy	the
“position”.	Priesthood	 is	a	 state	of	 life.	 It	 is	 the	 fruit	of	an	 intimate	dialogue	between	God
who	 calls	 and	 the	 soul	 that	 responds:	 “Behold,	 I	 have	 come	 to	 do	 your	 will”	 (Heb	 10:7).
Nothing	can	interfere	with	this	heart-to-heart	conversation.	Only	the	Church	can	authenticate
the	response	to	it.	I	wonder:	What	will	happen	to	the	wife	of	a	man	who	has	been	ordained	a
priest?	What	place	will	 there	be	for	her?	Is	there	a	vocation	to	be	the	wife	of	a	priest?	The
priesthood,	as	we	have	seen,	presupposes	handing	over	one’s	whole	 life,	delivering	oneself
up	as	Christ	did.	It	presupposes	an	absolute	gift	of	self	to	God	and	a	total	gift	of	self	to	the
brethren.	 What	 place	 can	 be	 reserved,	 then,	 for	 the	 conjugal	 bond?	 Vatican	 Council	 II
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brought	out	the	dignity	of	the	sacrament	of	Matrimony	as	the	proper	path	to	sanctity	through
conjugal	 life.	This	 state	 of	 life	 presupposes,	 however,	 that	 the	 spouses	 place	 the	bond	 that
unites	them	above	all	else.	To	ordain	a	married	man	a	priest	would	amount	to	diminishing	the
dignity	of	marriage	and	reducing	the	priesthood	to	a	job	[fonction].

What	 is	 to	 be	 said	 about	 the	 freedom	 to	 which	 the	 couple’s	 children	 can	 legitimately
aspire?	Must	they,	too,	embrace	their	father’s	vocation?	How	can	anyone	impose	on	them	a
way	of	life	that	they	did	not	choose?	They	have	the	right	to	enjoy	all	the	resources	necessary
for	their	flourishing.	Will	married	priests	have	to	be	paid	accordingly	as	a	consequence?

One	could	argue	 that	 the	Christian	East	has	always	been	 familiar	with	 this	 situation	and
that	it	poses	no	problem.	That	is	false.	At	a	late	date,	the	Christian	East	allowed	married	men
who	 had	 become	 priests	 to	 have	 sexual	 relations	 with	 their	 spouses.	 This	 discipline	 was
introduced	at	 the	Council	 in	Trullo	 in	691.	The	novelty	appeared	as	a	 result	of	an	error	 in
transcribing	 the	 canons	 of	 the	 council	 that	 had	 been	 held	 in	 390	 in	 Carthage.	 The	 major
innovation	 of	 this	 seventh-century	 council,	 moreover,	 is	 not	 the	 disappearance	 of	 priestly
continence	 but	 the	 limitation	 of	 it	 to	 the	 periods	 preceding	 the	 celebration	 of	 the	 Holy
Mysteries.	The	ontological	bond	between	priestly	ministry	and	continence	is	still	established
and	 perceived.	 Does	 anyone	 want	 to	 go	 back	 to	 that	 practice?	 We	 must	 listen	 to	 the
testimonies	coming	from	the	Eastern	Catholic	Churches.	Several	members	of	these	Churches
have	clearly	emphasized	that	the	priestly	state	came	into	tension	with	the	married	state.	Over
the	past	centuries,	 it	has	been	possible	for	the	situation	to	persist	thanks	to	the	existence	of
“families	of	priests”	in	which	the	children	were	educated	to	“take	part”	in	the	vocation	of	the
father	 of	 the	 family	 and	 in	 which	 the	 daughters	 often	 married	 a	 future	 priest.	 A	 better
appreciation	of	 the	 dignity	 and	of	 the	 freedom	of	 each	person	makes	 this	modus	operandi
impossible	now.8	The	Eastern	married	 clergy	 is	 in	 crisis.	Divorce	by	priests	 has	become	a
cause	of	ecumenical	tension	among	the	Orthodox	Patriarchates.

In	 the	 separated	 Eastern	 Churches,	 only	 the	 preponderant	 presence	 of	 monks	 makes
association	with	a	married	clergy	acceptable	to	the	people	of	God.	There	are	many	Orthodox
Christians	who	would	never	go	to	confession	to	a	married	priest.	The	sensus	fidei	causes	the
faithful	 to	discern	a	 form	of	 incompleteness	 in	 the	 clergy	who	do	not	 live	out	 consecrated
celibacy.

Why	 does	 the	 Catholic	 Church	 allow	 the	 presence	 of	 a	 married	 clergy	 in	 some	 Eastern
Churches	 in	union	with	Rome?	In	 light	of	 the	statements	of	 the	 recent	Magisterium	on	 the
ontological	bond	between	priesthood	and	celibacy,	I	think	that	the	purpose	of	this	acceptance
is	to	foster	a	gradual	development	toward	the	practice	of	celibacy,	which	would	take	place,
not	by	a	disciplinarian	path,	but	rather	for	properly	spiritual	and	pastoral	reasons.9

Ecclesiological	confusion

In	light	of	Vatican	Council	II

In	his	opening	address	to	the	second	session	of	the	council,	Pope	Saint	Paul	VI	had	asked	the
Council	Fathers	to	start	reflecting	theologically	on	the	three	states	of	life	that	constitute	the
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ecclesial	 communion:	 the	 priestly	 state	 of	 life,	 the	 conjugal	 state	 of	 life,	 and	 the	 religious
state	of	life.	Paul	VI	intended	thus	to	promote	“a	deeper	awareness	by	the	Church	of	what	she
is”.	This	program	was	implemented	by	Pope	John	Paul	II	during	three	postconciliar	synods
dedicated	to	these	states	of	life.

The	 synod	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 the	 priesthood	 made	 it	 possible	 to	 compose	 in	 1992	 the
Apostolic	Exhortation	Pastores	Dabo	Vobis.	 In	it,	Saint	John	Paul	II	forcefully	teaches	that
priestly	celibacy	follows	from	what	the	council	described	as	the	essence	of	the	character	and
of	the	grace	proper	to	the	sacrament	of	Holy	Orders:	the	enablement	to	represent	Christ	the
Head	for	the	Body	that	is	the	Church-Bride.	The	Church,	as	the	Bride	of	Jesus	Christ,	desires
to	be	loved	by	the	priest	 in	the	total,	exclusive	manner	in	which	Jesus	Christ	 the	Head	and
Bridegroom	 loved	 her.10	 This	 statement	 by	 Saint	 John	 Paul	 II	 is	 of	 capital	 importance.	 It
holds	up	celibacy	as	a	need	of	 the	Church.	The	Church	needs	men	who	love	with	 the	very
love	of	Christ	the	Bridegroom.

Without	 the	presence	of	 the	celibate	priest,	 the	Church	can	no	longer	become	aware	that
she	is	the	Bride	of	Christ.	Priestly	celibacy,	far	from	being	merely	an	ascetical	discipline,	is
necessary	 to	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 Church.	 You	 can	 say	 that	 the	 Church	 would	 no	 longer
understand	herself	if	she	were	no	longer	loved	totally	by	celibate	priests	who	sacramentally
represent	Christ	the	Bridegroom.

Sacrament	of	Holy	Orders	and	sacrament	of	Matrimony

This	 renewed	 understanding	 of	 celibacy	 is	 the	 fruit	 of	 Vatican	 Council	 II,	 which	 made	 it
possible	 to	 rediscover	 the	patristic	 theme	of	 the	divine	plan.	From	the	origin,	 the	Creator’s
intention	is	to	enter	into	a	nuptial	dialogue	with	his	creation.	This	vocation	is	inscribed	on	the
heart	of	man	and	of	woman.	Through	 the	 sacrament	of	Matrimony,	 the	mutual	 love	of	 the
spouses	in	all	its	corporeal,	psychological,	and	spiritual	dimensions	is	integrated	into	Christ’s
love	for	humanity.

In	 loving	 each	other,	 the	 spouses	 participate	 in	 the	mystery	of	Christ’s	 love.	They	 enter
into	 this	 wedding,	 of	 which	 the	 nuptial	 bed	 is	 the	 Cross.	 “Husbands,	 love	 your	 wives,	 as
Christ	loved	the	Church	and	gave	himself	up	for	her.	.	.	.	‘For	this	reason	a	man	shall	leave
his	father	and	mother	and	be	joined	to	his	wife,	and	the	two	shall	become	one	flesh.’	This	is	a
great	mystery,	 and	 I	mean	 in	 reference	 to	Christ	 and	 the	Church”	 (Eph	5:25,	 31-32).	This
spousal	vocation,	inscribed	on	the	heart	of	every	person,	includes	an	appeal	to	the	total	and
exclusive	gift	of	self,	following	the	example	of	the	gift	of	the	Cross.	Celibacy	is	for	the	priest
the	means	of	entering	into	an	authentic	vocation	as	spouse.11	His	gift	to	the	Church	is	taken
up	and	integrated	into	the	gift	of	Christ	the	Bridegroom	to	the	Church	his	Bride.12	There	is	a
true	analogy	between	the	sacrament	of	Matrimony	and	the	sacrament	of	Holy	Orders,	both	of
which	culminate	in	a	total	gift	of	self.	This	is	why	the	two	sacraments	are	mutually	exclusive.

Christ’s	gift	of	himself	.	.	.	is	described	in	terms	of	that	unique	gift	of	self	made	by	the	bridegroom	to	the	bride.	.	.	.
Jesus	is	the	true	Bridegroom	who	offers	to	the	Church	the	wine	of	salvation	(cf.	Jn	2:11).	.	.	.	The	Church	.	.	.	is	also
the	bride	who	proceeds	like	a	new	Eve	from	the	open	side	of	the	redeemer	on	the	cross.	Hence	Christ	stands	“before”
the	Church	 and	“nourishes	 and	 cherishes	her”	 (cf.	Eph	5:29),	 giving	his	 life	 for	her.	The	priest	 is	 called	 to	be	 the
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living	 image	 of	 Jesus	Christ,	 the	 spouse	 of	 the	Church.	 .	 .	 .	 In	 virtue	 of	 his	 configuration	 to	Christ,	 the	 head	 and
shepherd,	the	priest	stands	in	this	spousal	relationship	with	regard	to	the	community.13

The	priest’s	capacity	for	spousal	love	is	entirely	given	to	and	reserved	for	the	Church.	The
logic	of	the	priesthood	excludes	any	“other	spouse”	than	the	Church.	The	priest’s	capacity	for
love	must	be	taken	up	completely	[épuisée]	by	the	Church.14	Saint	John	Paul	 II	goes	on	 to
write:

In	his	spiritual	life,	therefore,	he	is	called	to	live	out	Christ’s	spousal	love	toward	the	Church,	his	bride.	Therefore,	the
priest’s	life	ought	to	radiate	this	spousal	character,	which	demands	that	he	be	a	witness	to	Christ’s	spousal	love	and
thus	be	capable	of	loving	people	with	a	heart	which	is	new,	generous	and	pure—with	genuine	self-detachment,	with
full,	constant	and	faithful	dedication	and	at	the	same	time	with	a	kind	of	“divine	jealousy”	(cf.	2	Cor	11:2)	and	even
with	a	kind	of	maternal	tenderness,	capable	of	bearing	“the	pangs	of	birth”	until	“Christ	be	formed”	in	the	faithful	(cf.
Gal	4:19).15

A	Church	that	had	no	experience	of	being	loved	by	celibate	priests	would	end	up	no	longer
grasping	the	nuptial	meaning	of	all	sanctity.	Indeed,	priestly	celibacy	and	marriage	go	hand
in	 hand.	 If	 the	 one	 is	 called	 into	 question,	 the	 other	 fails.	 Priests	 point	 out	 to	 spouses	 the
meaning	of	the	total	gift.	Spouses,	by	their	conjugal	life,	point	out	to	priests	the	meaning	of
their	celibacy.	To	call	celibacy	into	question	affects	the	meaning	of	marriage,	too.	Benedict
XVI	had	had	a	premonition	of	this.	He	returned	to	the	subject	several	times:	“Celibacy	.	.	.	is
a	definitive	‘yes’.	.	.	.	It	is	an	act	of	loyalty	and	trust,	an	act	that	also	implies	the	fidelity	of
marriage.	 .	 .	 .	 It	 is	 the	 definitive	 ‘yes’	 that	 supposes,	 confirms	 the	 definitive	 ‘yes’	 of
marriage.”16	 Interfering	 with	 priestly	 celibacy	 is	 tantamount	 to	 injuring	 the	 Christian
meaning	of	marriage.	In	order	understand	this	mystery,	Cardinal	Ratzinger	continues,

The	candidate	for	the	priesthood	has	to	recognize	the	faith	as	a	force	in	his	life,	and	he	must	know	that	he	can	live
celibacy	only	in	faith.	Then	celibacy	can	also	become	again	a	testimony	that	says	something	to	people	and	that	also
gives	them	the	courage	to	marry.	The	two	institutions	are	interconnected.	If	fidelity	in	the	one	is	no	longer	possible,
the	other	no	 longer	exists:	one	 fidelity	 sustains	 the	other.	 .	 .	 .	Basically,	 then,	 the	question	 is	posed	 thus:	Does	 the
possibility	 of	 a	 definitive	 choice	 belong	 in	 the	 central	 sphere	 of	 man’s	 existence	 as	 an	 essential	 component?	 In
deciding	his	form	of	life,	can	he	commit	himself	to	a	definitive	bond?	I	would	say	two	things.	He	can	do	so	only	if	he
is	 really	 anchored	 in	 his	 faith.	 Second,	 only	 then	 does	 he	 also	 reach	 the	 full	 form	 of	 human	 love	 and	 human
maturity.17

In	 countries	 that	 are	 just	 being	 evangelized,	 the	 discovery	 of	 the	 vocation	 of	 spouses	 to
holiness	is	often	a	challenge.	Sometimes	the	meaning	of	marriage	is	distorted;	the	dignity	of
the	woman	is	trampled	on.	I	think	that	there	is	a	serious	problem	here.	In	order	to	remedy	it,
we	must	teach	everyone	the	necessity	of	living	out	marriage	as	a	total	gift	of	self.	But	how
can	a	priest	be	credible	to	spouses	unless	he	himself	lives	out	his	priesthood	as	an	absolute
gift	of	self?

The	Sacrament	of	Holy	Orders	and	the	place	of	the	woman

The	 weakening	 of	 celibacy	 shakes	 the	 ecclesial	 edifice	 as	 a	 whole.	 In	 fact,	 debates	 about
celibacy	 naturally	 give	 rise	 to	 questions	 about	 the	 possibility	 of	women	being	 ordained	 as
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priests	or	deacons.	This	question,	nevertheless,	was	settled	definitively	by	Saint	John	Paul	II
in	 the	Apostolic	Letter	Ordinatio	Sacerdotalis	 dated	May	22,	1994,	 in	which	he	proclaims
“that	 the	Church	has	no	authority	whatsoever	 to	 confer	priestly	ordination	on	women,	 and
that	 this	 judgment	 is	 to	 be	 definitively	 held	 by	 all	 the	 Church’s	 faithful”.	 To	 dispute	 this
reveals	an	ignorance	of	the	true	nature	of	the	Church.

Indeed,	 the	 economy	 of	 salvation	 integrates	 the	 Creator’s	 plan	 of	 complementarity
between	man	and	woman	into	the	spousal	relation	between	Jesus	and	his	Bride	the	Church.
Through	 his	 representation	 of	Christ	 the	Bridegroom,	 into	which	 the	 fact	 that	 he	 is	 of	 the
male	 sex	 is	 completely	 integrated,	 the	 priest	 thus	 finds	 himself	 in	 a	 relation	 of
complementarity	with	woman,	who	represents	in	an	iconic	way	the	Bride-Church.	Promoting
the	ordination	of	women	amounts	to	denying	their	identity	and	the	place	of	each	sex.

We	need	women’s	special	genius.	We	must	learn	from	them	what	the	Church	must	be.	For
in	the	heart	of	every	woman,	as	John	Paul	II	declared,	there	is	a	fundamental	disposition	to
receive	love.18	Now	the	Church	is	essentially	the	receiving	of	Jesus’	virginal	 love.	She	is	a
response	through	faith	to	the	Bridegroom’s	love.	I	dare	say	that	the	Church	is	fundamentally
feminine;	she	cannot	do	without	women.

In	the	Church,	woman	as	“sign”	is	more	than	ever	central	and	fruitful,	following	as	it	does	from	the	very	identity	of
the	Church,	as	received	from	God	and	accepted	in	faith.	It	is	this	“mystical”	identity,	profound	and	essential,	which
needs	to	be	kept	in	mind	when	reflecting	on	the	respective	roles	of	men	and	women	in	the	Church.	.	.	.

			Far	from	giving	the	Church	an	identity	based	on	an	historically	conditioned	model	of	femininity,	the	reference	to
Mary,	with	her	dispositions	of	listening,	welcoming,	humility,	faithfulness,	praise	and	waiting,	places	the	Church	in
continuity	with	the	spiritual	history	of	Israel.	.	.	.	While	these	traits	should	be	characteristic	of	every	baptized	person,
women	 in	 fact	 live	 them	 with	 particular	 intensity	 and	 naturalness.	 In	 this	 way,	 women	 play	 a	 role	 of	 maximum
importance	in	the	Church’s	life	by	recalling	these	dispositions	to	all	the	baptized	and	contributing	in	a	unique	way	to
showing	the	true	face	of	the	Church,	spouse	of	Christ	and	mother	of	believers.	.	.	.

			Women	are	called	to	be	unique	examples	and	witnesses	for	all	Christians	of	how	the	Bride	is	to	respond	in	love	to
the	love	of	the	Bridegroom.19

The	 government	 of	 the	 Church	 is	 a	 loving	 service	 of	 the	 bridegroom	 for	 the	 bride.
Therefore	it	can	be	carried	out	only	by	men	who	are	identified	with	Christ,	the	Bridegroom
and	 Servant,	 through	 the	 sacramental	 character	 of	 priesthood.	 If	 we	 make	 it	 the	 object	 of
rivalry	between	men	and	women,	we	reduce	it	to	a	form	of	political,	worldly	power.	Then	it
loses	its	specific	nature,	which	is	to	be	a	way	of	participating	in	Christ’s	action.

Nowadays	 cleverly	 orchestrated	 media	 campaigns	 are	 calling	 for	 the	 female	 diaconate.
What	are	they	looking	for?	What	is	hidden	behind	these	strange	political	demands?

The	 worldly	 mind-set	 of	 “equality”	 is	 at	 work.	 They	 are	 stirring	 up	 a	 sort	 of	 mutual
jealousy	between	men	and	women	that	can	only	be	sterile.

I	 think	 that	we	must	study	 in	greater	depth	 the	place	of	 the	 feminine	charism.	Formerly,
speech	was	freer	than	it	is	today,	and	women’s	speech	in	particular	had	a	central	place.	Their
role	was	firmly	to	remind	the	whole	institution	about	the	necessity	of	sanctity.	It	is	good	to
recollect,	by	way	of	example,	 the	admonition	sent	by	Catherine	of	Siena	to	Gregory	XI,	 in
which	 she	 reminds	 him	 of	 his	 identification	 with	 Christ,	 the	 Bridegroom	 of	 the	 Church:
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“Because	your	burden	is	greater	you	need	a	more	bold,	courageous	heart,	fearful	of	nothing
that	 might	 happen.	 For	 you	 know	 well,	 Most	 Holy	 Father,	 that	 when	 you	 accepted	 Holy
Church	as	your	bride	you	agreed	also	to	work	hard	for	her.”20	What	bishop,	what	pope	would
let	 himself	 be	 challenged	 today	 so	 vehemently?	 Today,	 voices	 eager	 for	 polemics	 would
immediately	 describe	 Catherine	 of	 Siena	 as	 an	 enemy	 of	 the	 pope	 or	 as	 a	 leader	 of	 his
opponents.	 Former	 centuries	 had	 much	 greater	 liberty	 than	 ours:	 they	 witnessed	 women
holding	a	charismatic	place.	Their	role	was	firmly	to	remind	the	whole	institution	about	the
necessity	of	sanctity.

Thus,	the	Church	has	a	great	debt	of	gratitude	to	women.	.	.	.	At	a	charismatic	level,	women	do	so	much,	I	would	dare
to	say,	for	the	government	of	the	Church,	starting	with	women	Religious,	with	the	Sisters	of	the	great	Fathers	of	the
Church	.	.	.	to	the	great	women	of	the	Middle	Ages—Saint	Hildegard,	Saint	Catherine	of	Siena,	then	Saint	Teresa	of
Avila—and	lastly,	Mother	Teresa	of	Calcutta.	I	would	say	that	this	charismatic	sector	is	undoubtedly	distinct	from	the
ministerial	 sector	 in	 the	 strict	 sense	 of	 the	 term,	 but	 it	 is	 a	 true	 and	 deep	 participation	 in	 the	 government	 of	 the
Church.

			How	could	we	imagine	the	government	of	the	Church	without	this	contribution,	which	sometimes	becomes	very
visible,	such	as	when	Saint	Hildegard	criticized	the	bishops	or	when	Saint	Bridget	offered	recommendations	and	Saint
Catherine	of	Siena	obtained	the	return	of	the	Popes	to	Rome?	It	has	always	been	a	crucial	factor	without	which	the
Church	cannot	survive.21

Appreciation	 for	 the	 specific	 qualities	 of	 women	 is	 not	 achieved	 by	 way	 of	 female
“ministries”	 that	would	 only	 be	 arbitrary,	 artificial	 creations	with	 no	 future.	We	 know,	 for
example,	 that	 the	 women	 who	 were	 called	 “deaconesses”	 were	 not	 recipients	 of	 the
sacrament	of	Holy	Orders.	Ancient	sources	are	unanimous	in	forbidding	deaconesses	to	have
any	ministry	at	the	altar	during	the	liturgy.	Their	sole	liturgical	function	in	the	region	of	Syria
would	 have	 been	 to	 perform	 the	 pre-baptismal	 anointing	 of	 the	 entire	 body	 of	 women.
Indeed,	before	 the	Baptism	properly	speaking,	 immediately	after	 the	renunciation	of	Satan,
the	neophyte	was	anointed	with	exorcised	oil,	which	we	now	call	the	“oil	of	catechumens”.
We	 can	 suppose	 that	 they	 anointed	 at	 least	 the	 breast	 and	 the	 shoulders.	 In	 the	 case	 of
women,	 this	 therefore	 posed	 a	 delicate	 problem	 of	 modesty.	 And	 so,	 in	 some	 localities,
deaconesses	would	have	been	put	in	charge	of	this	part	of	the	ceremony.22

It	is	enlightening	to	dwell	on	what	history	and	the	past	have	bequeathed	to	us.	Saint	John
Henry	Cardinal	Newman	underscored	 this	 eloquently:	 “The	history	of	 the	past	 ends	 in	 the
present;	 and	 the	 present	 is	 our	 scene	 of	 trial;	 and	 to	 behave	 ourselves	 towards	 its	 various
phenomena	duly	and	religiously,	we	must	understand	them;	and	to	understand	them,	we	must
have	recourse	to	those	past	events	which	led	to	them.	Thus	the	present	is	a	text,	and	the	past
its	 interpretation.”23	 Now	 the	 fact	 is	 clearly	 established	 that	 the	 deaconesses	 were	 not
ordained,	 but	 only	 blessed,	 as	 the	 Chaldean	 Pontifical	 specifies	 explicitly.24	 Nothing	 in
tradition	justifies	the	proposal	today	to	ordain	“deaconesses”.	This	desire	is	the	product	of	a
mentality	resulting	from	a	false	feminism	that	denies	the	profound	identity	of	women.	This
temptation,	which	aims	to	clericalize	women,	is	 the	final	metamorphosis	of	clericalism,	the
resurgence	of	which	Pope	Francis	has	rightly	denounced.	Would	women	not	be	respectable
unless	they	were	clerics?	In	the	Church,	is	the	clerical	state	the	only	way	to	exist	and	to	have
a	place?	We	must	give	women	their	entire	place	as	women	and	not	just	grant	them	a	little	bit
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of	 the	 men’s	 place!	 That	 would	 be	 a	 tragic	 illusion.	 Indeed,	 it	 would	 be	 tantamount	 to
forgetting	the	necessary	ecclesial	balance	between	charism	and	institution.

Questioning	priestly	celibacy	is	decidedly	a	source	of	confusion	about	the	role	of	everyone
in	the	Church:	men,	women,	spouses,	the	priest.

Sacrament	of	Holy	Orders	and	Baptism

The	 recent	debates	of	 the	Synod	on	Amazonia	brought	 to	 light	 a	new	confusion	 about	 the
meaning	of	Baptism	and	Confirmation.

I	was	anxious	to	be	present	during	all	the	debates	in	the	synod	hall.	I	listened	to	speaker
after	 speaker	 emphasize	 the	 need	 to	 make	 a	 transition	 from	 pastoral	 care	 by	 visitation	 to
pastoral	 care	 of	 presence	 and	 consequently	 demand	 the	 ordination	 of	 married	 permanent
deacons	to	the	priesthood.	It	was	emphasized	that	the	communities	of	Evangelical	Protestants
have	managed	to	implement	this	pastoral	care	of	presence—even	though,	as	we	emphasized
above,	their	ecclesial	communities	reject	the	priesthood.

The	 Amazonian	 Christian	 communities	 have	 an	 urgent	 need	 of	 a	 “diakonia	 [service]	 of
faith”.	When	 I	heard	 these	words	pronounced	by	a	Synod	Father,	 I	 recalled	my	years	 as	 a
young	bishop	 in	a	diocese	 in	which	 the	priests	were	few	in	number.	 I	had	determined	 then
that	 the	 essential	 element	 of	 my	 missionary	 work	 would	 have	 to	 be	 to	 strengthen	 the
formation	of	 catechists.	They	were	 the	 true	 builders	 of	 our	 parishes.	 I	 remember	 the	 great
gratitude	that	I	felt	in	seeing	them	walk	for	long	hours	to	go	from	village	to	village	and	work
selflessly	 to	 hand	 on	 the	 faith.	 I	 think	 that	 commentators	 now	 neglect	 all	 the	 dynamic
potentialities	 contained	 in	 the	 sacraments	 of	 Baptism	 and	 Confirmation.	 A	 baptized	 and
confirmed	Christian	must	become,	as	Pope	Francis	puts	it,	a	“missionary	disciple”.	It	is	up	to
the	baptized	first	to	be	responsible	for	this	presence	of	the	faith.	Why	would	anyone	want	to
clericalize	them	at	all	costs?	Have	they	no	faith	in	the	grace	of	Confirmation	that	makes	us
witnesses	 to	 Christ?	 Should	 we	 reserve	 to	 clerics	 alone	 the	 task	 of	 proclaiming	 Jesus	 and
witnessing	to	him?	Here	again,	we	are	heading	toward	an	ecclesiological	confusion.	Vatican
II	invited	us	to	acknowledge	the	role	of	the	laity	in	the	Church’s	mission:	“The	laity	derive
the	right	and	duty	to	the	apostolate	from	their	union	with	Christ	the	head;	incorporated	into
Christ’s	Mystical	Body	 through	Baptism	and	strengthened	by	 the	power	of	 the	Holy	Spirit
through	Confirmation,	they	are	assigned	to	the	apostolate	by	the	Lord	Himself.”25

If	 we	 limit	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 Church	 to	 a	 clerical	 presence,	 we	 lose	 the	 essential
contribution	of	the	conciliar	ecclesiology.	Wherever	a	baptized	person	is	present,	the	Church
is	alive.	Wherever	a	confirmed	person	spreads	the	Gospel,	Christ	proclaims	it	in	him.	Will	we
have	the	courage	to	emerge	from	our	clerical	mentality?	The	history	of	the	missions	invites
us	to	do	so.	I	would	like	to	take	the	time	to	go	back	to	it.

The	 Church	 in	 Japan,	 founded	 by	 Saint	 Francis	 Xavier	 in	 1549,	 was	 very	 quickly
persecuted.	 The	 missionaries	 were	 martyred	 and	 expelled.	 The	 Christians	 lived	 for	 two
centuries	without	a	priestly	presence.	Nevertheless,	they	continued	to	hand	on	the	faith	and
Baptism.	In	these	Christian	communities,	the	baptized	had	divided	up	the	services	of	head	of
the	community	and	of	catechist.	Baptism	had	given	 to	 them	all	 its	 fruits	of	dynamism	and
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apostolate.
Each	 generation	 of	 the	 Christians	 in	 Japan	 taught	 the	 three	 signs	 by	 which	 they	 would

recognize	the	return	of	the	priests	among	them:	“They	will	be	celibate,	they	will	have	a	statue
of	Mary,	they	will	obey	the	Pope	of	Rome.”26	Intuitively,	the	believers	had	identified	priestly
celibacy	as	a	“mark”	revealing	the	nature	of	the	priesthood	and	of	the	Church.

In	 Korea,	 to	 take	 another	 example,	 the	 Church	 was	 born	 of	 evangelization	 by	 baptized
laymen,	 including	 Paul	 Chong	 Hasang	 and	 Francis	 Choi	 Kyung-Hwan.	 In	 Uganda,	 the
martyrs	 Charles	 Lwanga,	 Andrew	 Kaggwa,	 Denis	 Ssebuggwawo,	 Pontian	 Ngondwe,	 John
Kizito,	and	their	companions	were	all	young	Christians	who	had	grown	up	without	a	priest
yet	were	strongly	attached	to	Christ,	to	the	point	of	agreeing	to	give	up	their	lives	for	him.

I	would	 like	 to	cite	 also	 the	very	beautiful	 testimony	of	 a	priest	who	was	present	 at	 the
Synod	on	Amazonia,	 a	priest	who	had	been	a	missionary	 for	 twenty-five	years	 in	Angola:
“Once	the	civil	war	ended	in	2002,	I	was	able	to	visit	Christian	communities	that,	for	thirty
years,	had	not	had	the	Eucharist,	nor	seen	a	priest,	but	remained	firm	in	the	faith	and	were
dynamic	communities,	led	by	the	‘catechist’,	which	is	a	fundamental	ministry	in	Africa,	and
by	other	ministers:	 evangelizers,	prayer	 leaders,	 the	pastoral	 care	of	women,	 service	 to	 the
poorest.”27

These	 different	 examples	 emphasize	 that	 priestly	 celibacy	 and	 baptismal	 dynamism
reinforce	each	other.	The	ordination	of	married	men	would	give	an	unfortunate	signal	that	the
laity	 is	being	clericalized.	 It	would	 result	 in	a	weakening	of	 the	missionary	zeal	of	 the	 lay
faithful	by	causing	them	to	think	that	mission	work	was	reserved	for	clerics.

From	 the	 ecclesiological	 perspective,	 therefore,	 the	 ordination	 of	 married	 men	 would
produce	a	true	confusion	about	the	states	of	life.	It	would	obscure	the	meaning	of	marriage
and	 would	 weaken	 the	 apostolate	 of	 the	 baptized.	 It	 would	 prevent	 the	 Church	 from
understanding	 herself	 as	 the	 dearly	 beloved	Bride	 of	Christ	 and	would	 result	 in	 confusion
about	the	true	place	of	women	within	the	Church.

I	 do	 not	 dare	 to	 imagine	 the	 very	 serious	 harm	 that	 it	 would	 cause	 to	 the	 unity	 of	 the
Universal	 Church	 if	 it	 was	 left	 up	 to	 each	 episcopal	 conference	 to	 make	 such	 an	 option
available	in	its	territory.

A	major	ecclesiological	issue

These	confusions	reveal	a	deep-seated	ecclesiological	error.	Today	the	temptation	is	for	us	to
reason	 in	 a	 purely	 pragmatic	 [fonctionnelle]	 way.	 Indeed,	 the	 shortage	 of	 priests	 in	 some
regions	is	real.	Even	so,	is	it	necessary	to	respond	to	it	by	taking	human	effectiveness	as	the
sole	criterion?	Do	we	regard	the	Church	as	a	sociological	institution	or	as	the	Mystical	Body
of	Christ,	enlivened	by	charisms,	the	gratuitous	gifts	offered	by	the	Holy	Spirit?

In	a	profound	reflection,	Cardinal	Ratzinger	wondered:

For	what	are	the	fundamental	institutional	elements	in	the	Church,	which	constantly	bring	order	in	her	life	and	make
their	mark	on	her?	Certainly,	sacramental	office	 in	 its	various	grades—the	office	of	bishop,	priest,	and	deacon:	 the
sacrament	that	most	significantly	goes	by	the	name	of	ordo	is	the	ultimate	and	only	enduring	and	obligatory	structure
that	 constitutes,	 so	 to	 speak,	 the	 predetermined	 set	 form	 of	 organization	 in	 the	 Church	 and	 that	 makes	 her	 an
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“institution”.	Yet	only	in	our	own	century	has	it	become	customary—perhaps	for	the	practical	purposes	of	ecumenism
—to	refer	 to	 the	sacrament	of	ordo	 as	“ministry”,	whereby	 it	 then	appears	entirely	 in	 the	 light	of	an	 institution,	as
being	 institutional.	 Yet	 this	 “office”	 is	 a	 “sacrament”,	 and	 thereby	 we	 quite	 clearly	 pass	 beyond	 the	 normal
sociological	understanding	of	institutions.	The	fact	that	this,	the	sole	enduring	structural	element	in	the	Church,	is	a
sacrament	means	at	the	same	time	that	it	is	always	having	to	be	constituted	anew	by	God.	The	Church	cannot	dispose
of	it	as	she	wishes;	 it	 is	not	just	 there	and	cannot	be	set	up	or	arranged	by	the	Church	out	of	her	own	resources.	It
comes	 into	 being	 only	 secondarily	 through	 the	 Church’s	 call;	 primarily	 it	 is	 through	 God’s	 call	 to	 this	 particular
person	and,	thus,	only	charismatically	and	pneumatologically.	It	can	therefore	be	accepted	and	lived	out	only	on	the
basis	of	the	way	the	calling	is	renewed,	of	the	way	the	Spirit	cannot	be	predicted	or	controlled.	Because	that	is	how	it
is,	 because	 the	 Church	 cannot	 simply	 of	 herself	 appoint	 “officials”	 but	 has	 to	 wait	 on	 God’s	 call—and	 this	 is
ultimately	 the	 only	 reason—there	 can	 be	 a	 shortage	 of	 priests.	 Hence	 it	 has	 always	 been	 the	 case	 that	 this	 office
cannot	simply	be	created	by	the	institution	but	has	to	be	asked	of	God	in	prayer.	Jesus’	saying	has	always	been	true:
“The	harvest	is	plentiful,	but	the	laborers	are	few;	pray	therefore	the	Lord	of	the	harvest	to	send	out	laborers	into	his
harvest”	(Mt	9:37f.).	On	that	basis	we	can	also	understand	how	the	calling	of	the	Twelve	was	the	fruit	of	a	night	in
prayer	by	Jesus	(Lk	6:12ff.).

			The	Latin	Church	has	explicitly	emphasized	the	strictly	charismatic	character	of	 the	priestly	ministry	by	linking
priesthood	(following	in	this	a	very	old	tradition	in	the	Church)	with	celibacy,	which	quite	clearly	can	be	understood
only	as	a	personal	charism,	never	simply	as	a	quality	of	the	office.	The	demand	for	separating	priesthood	and	celibacy
ultimately	 rests	 on	 the	 idea	 that	 priesthood	 ought	 to	 be	 regarded,	 not	 as	 charismatic,	 but—for	 the	 sake	 of	 the
institution	 and	 its	 needs—purely	 as	 an	 office	 that	 can	 be	 assigned	 by	 the	 institution	 itself.	 If	 you	 want	 to	 take
priesthood	so	entirely	under	your	own	management,	with	its	accompanying	institutional	security,	then	the	link	with
the	charismatic	aspect	 found	 in	 the	demand	for	celibacy	 is	a	 scandal	 to	be	 removed	as	quickly	as	possible.	 In	 that
case,	however,	the	Church	as	a	whole	is	being	understood	as	a	merely	human	organization,	and	the	security	you	are
aiming	for	does	not	bring	the	results	it	is	supposed	to	achieve.	From	the	fact	that	the	Church	is	not	our	institution	but
is	 the	breakthrough	of	something	different,	 that	she	 is	 in	her	nature	 iuris	divini	 [of	divine	 right],	 it	 follows	 that	we
cannot	ever	simply	constitute	her	ourselves.	That	means	that	we	can	never	apply	to	her	purely	institutional	criteria;	it
means	 that	 she	 is	 entirely	 herself	 at	 the	 very	 point	 at	 which	 the	 standards	 and	 methods	 of	 human	 institutions	 are
broken	through.28

This	shows	the	magnitude	of	any	modification	of	the	law	of	celibacy.	It	is	the	touchstone
of	any	sound	ecclesiology.	Celibacy	 is	a	 rampart	 that	enables	 the	Church	 to	avoid	 the	 trap
that	 would	 amount	 to	 understanding	 her	 as	 a	 human	 institution	 whose	 laws	 would	 be
effectiveness	 and	 functionality.	 Priestly	 celibacy	 opens	 the	 door	 to	 gratuitousness	 in	 the
ecclesial	body.	It	protects	the	initiative	of	the	Holy	Spirit	and	prevents	us	from	thinking	that
we	are	the	masters	and	creators	of	the	Church.	We	must	take	seriously	the	statement	by	Saint
John	Paul	II:	“Priestly	celibacy	should	not	be	considered	just	as	a	legal	norm	or	as	a	totally
external	 condition	 for	 admission	 to	 ordination,	 but	 rather	 as	 a	 value	 that	 is	 profoundly
connected	with	 ordination,	whereby	 a	man	 takes	 on	 the	 likeness	 of	 Jesus	Christ,	 the	 good
shepherd	 and	 spouse	 of	 the	 Church.”29	 Celibacy	 expresses	 and	 manifests	 how	 much	 the
Church	 is	 the	work	of	 the	Good	Shepherd	before	 it	 is	ours.	However,	 as	 Joseph	Ratzinger
again	noted:

In	the	Church,	besides	this	really	basic	order—the	sacrament—there	are	of	course	also	institutions	of	purely	human
law	for	the	many	purposes	of	management,	organization,	and	coordination,	which	may	grow	in	accordance	with	the
demands	of	the	time	and	may	have	to	grow.	Yet	we	would	have	to	say	this:	the	Church	needs	such	institutions	of	her
own,	 yet	 if	 they	 become	 too	 numerous	 and	 too	 strong,	 then	 they	 threaten	 the	 order	 and	 the	 life	 of	 her	 spiritual
essence.30

The	proposal	to	create	“ministries”	is	part	of	this	institutional	framework	“of	human	right”,
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which	can	be	somewhat	useful	but	 is	not	of	primary	importance.	It	 is	sometimes	necessary
for	the	sake	of	the	mission	to	go	ahead	with	such	creations.

On	this	subject,	the	Instruction	Ecclesia	de	Mysterio,	published	on	August	15,	1997,	under
the	title	On	Certain	Questions	regarding	the	Collaboration	of	the	Non-Ordained	Faithful	in
the	Sacred	Ministry	of	Priest,	approved	by	Pope	John	Paul	II	and	signed	by	eight	heads	of
dicasteries,	 remains	 the	 definitive	 authority	 that	 must	 guide	 our	 actions.	 It	 elaborates	 and
completes	the	Motu	Proprio	Ministeria	Quaedam	published	in	1972	by	Paul	VI	to	suppress
the	minor	 orders.	The	document	 recalls	 that	 the	 use	 of	 the	word	 “ministry”	 is	 not	without
ambiguity:

For	 some	 time	 now,	 it	 has	 been	 customary	 to	 use	 the	 word	 ministries	 not	 only	 for	 the	 officia	 (offices)	 and	 non-
ordained	munera	(functions)	exercised	by	Pastors	in	virtue	of	the	sacrament	of	Orders,	but	also	for	those	exercised	by
the	lay	faithful	in	virtue	of	their	baptismal	priesthood.	The	terminological	question	becomes	even	more	complex	and
delicate	when	all	the	faithful	are	recognized	as	having	the	possibility	of	supplying—by	official	deputation	given	by
the	Pastors—certain	functions	more	proper	to	clerics,	which,	nevertheless,	do	not	require	the	character	of	Orders.	It
must	be	admitted	that	the	language	becomes	doubtful,	confused,	and	hence	not	helpful	for	expressing	the	doctrine	of
the	 faith	whenever	 the	difference	“of	essence	and	not	merely	of	degree”	between	 the	baptismal	priesthood	and	 the
ordained	priesthood	is	in	any	way	obscured.31

Consequently,	it	is	advisable	to	recall	that

[t]he	officia	 temporarily	 entrusted	 to	 [the	 lay	 faithful],	 however,	 are	 exclusively	 the	 result	 of	 a	 deputation	 by	 the
Church.	Only	with	constant	reference	to	the	one	source,	the	‘ministry	of	Christ’	(.	.	.)	may	the	term	ministry	be	applied
to	a	certain	extent	and	without	ambiguity	to	the	lay	faithful:	that	is,	without	it	being	perceived	and	lived	as	an	undue
aspiration	to	the	ordained	ministry	or	as	a	progressive	erosion	of	its	specific	nature.

	 	 	 In	 this	 original	 sense	 the	 term	 ministry	 (servitium)	 expresses	 only	 the	 work	 by	 which	 the	 Church’s	 members
continue	the	mission	and	ministry	of	Christ	within	her	and	the	whole	world.	However,	when	the	term	is	distinguished
from	and	compared	with	the	various	munera	and	officia,	then	it	should	be	clearly	noted	that	only	in	virtue	of	sacred
ordination	does	the	work	obtain	that	full,	univocal	meaning	that	tradition	has	attributed	to	it.32

It	 is	 necessary	 to	 be	 precise	 in	 using	 vocabulary.33	 Some	 customs	 on	 the	 level	 of
terminology	end	up	creating	serious	doctrinal	misunderstandings.	The	 theological	principle
must	 be	 clear:	 “A	 person	 is	 not	 a	 minister	 simply	 in	 performing	 a	 task,	 but	 through
sacramental	 ordination.”34	 Non-ordained	 ministries	 are	 not	 in	 themselves	 the	 fruit	 of	 a
personal	vocation,	in	other	words,	of	a	vocation	to	a	state	of	life.	They	are	services	that	each
baptized	person	can	render	to	the	Church	for	a	time.

However,	as	Joseph	Ratzinger	remarks:

The	Church,	 if	 she	 is	 deprived	 of	 spiritual	 vocations	 over	 a	 long	 period,	might	 be	 tempted	 to	 create	 for	 herself	 a
substitute	clergy,	so	to	speak,	of	purely	human	origin.	.	.	.	Yet	if	on	that	account	the	prayer	for	sacramental	vocations
were	 to	 take	 a	back	 seat,	 if	 the	Church,	 here	 and	 there,	were	 to	 start	 being	 self-sufficient	 in	 that	way	and	making
herself	independent	of	the	gift	of	God,	so	to	say,	then	she	would	of	course	be	acting	like	Saul,	who	when	hard-pressed
by	 the	Philistines	did	 indeed	wait	 a	 long	 time	 for	Samuel	but	who,	when	he	did	not	 appear	 and	 the	people	began
running	away,	lost	patience	and	presented	the	burnt-offering	sacrifice	himself.	Since	he	had	thought	he	could	hardly
do	otherwise	in	an	emergency,	that	he	could	and	must	take	God’s	business	into	his	own	hands,	he	was	now	told	that
by	doing	that	he	had	ruined	his	chances:	to	obey	is	better	than	sacrifice	(see	1	Sam	13:8-13;	15:22).35
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The	creation	of	lay	“ministries”	must	therefore	be	considered	with	great	caution.	We	must	be
afraid	of	taking	God’s	place	and	organizing	the	Church	in	a	merely	human	manner.	We	must
regain	the	courage	to	persevere	in	prayer	for	vocations.

It	is	crucial	to	gauge	the	importance	of	priestly	celibacy	so	that	the	Church	can	understand
herself.	 Effectiveness	 and	 organization,	 understood	 in	 a	 purely	 human	way,	 cannot	 govern
our	decisions.	We	must	learn	to	make	room	for	the	Holy	Spirit	in	our	government	and	in	our
pastoral	plans.

Confusion	in	understanding	the	priesthood

I	would	like	to	continue	this	study	by	emphasizing	how	the	ordination	of	married	men	would
cause	 confusion	 and	 obscure	 the	 work	 that	 the	 Church	 has	 accomplished	 in	 promoting	 a
better	understanding	of	the	priesthood.

What	is	an	exception?

Someone	might	point	out	to	me	that	there	are	exceptions	already	and	that	married	men	have
been	ordained	priests	 in	 the	Latin	Church	while	continuing	to	live	more	uxorio	 [as	married
couples]	with	their	wives.	Yes,	these	are	exceptions	in	the	sense	that	these	cases	result	from
an	uncommon	situation	 that	must	not	be	 induced	to	recur.	So	 it	 is	when	married	Protestant
pastors	 enter	 into	 full	 communion	 [with	 the	 Catholic	 Church]	 and	 are	 to	 receive	 priestly
ordination.	An	exception	 is	by	definition	 transitory,	 an	 incidental	occurrence	 in	 the	normal
and	natural	state	of	affairs.	That	is	not	the	case	with	a	remote	region	that	lacks	priests.	The
shortage	of	them	is	not	an	exceptional	state.	This	situation	is	common	in	all	mission	countries
and	 even	 in	 the	 countries	 of	 the	 secularized	 West.	 By	 definition,	 a	 nascent	 Church	 lacks
priests.	 The	 early	 Church	 found	 herself	 in	 this	 situation.	 We	 have	 seen	 that	 she	 did	 not
renounce	 the	 principle	 of	 clerical	 continence.	The	ordination	of	married	men,	 even	 if	 they
were	permanent	deacons	before,	is	not	an	exception	but	a	rupture,	a	wound	in	the	consistency
of	the	priesthood.	To	speak	of	an	exception	would	be	a	misuse	of	language	or	a	lie.

The	 lack	 of	 priests	 could	 not	 justify	 such	 a	 rupture,	 because,	 once	 again,	 it	 is	 not	 an
exceptional	 situation.	 Moreover,	 the	 ordination	 of	 married	 men	 in	 young	 Christian
communities	would	prevent	 them	 from	giving	 rise	 to	priestly	vocations	of	 celibate	priests.
The	exception	would	become	a	permanent	state	detrimental	 to	 the	correct	understanding	of
the	priesthood.

Besides,	 the	 statement	 that	 the	ordination	of	married	men	would	be	a	 solution	given	 the
shortage	of	priests	is	an	illusion.	Saint	Paul	VI	already	remarked:	“We	are	not	easily	led	to
believe	that	 the	abolition	of	ecclesiastical	celibacy	would	considerably	increase	the	number
of	 priestly	 vocations:	 the	 contemporary	 experience	 of	 those	 Churches	 and	 ecclesial
communities	which	allow	their	ministers	to	marry	seems	to	prove	the	contrary.”36

The	 number	 of	 priests	 would	 not	 be	 increased	 significantly.	 Instead,	 the	 correct
understanding	 of	 the	 priesthood	 and	 of	 the	 Church	 would	 be	 permanently	 confused	 as	 a
result.
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With	a	view	to	ordaining	married	men,	some	theologians	have	gone	so	far	as	to	consider
adapting	 the	 priesthood	 by	 reducing	 it	 to	 the	 administration	 of	 the	 sacraments	 alone.	 This
proposal,	 which	 aims	 to	 separate	 the	 tria	 munera	 (three	 offices	 of	 sanctifying,	 teaching,
governing),	 totally	 contradicts	 the	 teaching	 of	 Vatican	 Council	 II,	 which	 affirms	 their
substantial	unity	(Presbyterorum	Ordinis,	nos.	4-6).	This	theologically	absurd	plan	reveals	a
functionalist	 concept	 of	 the	 priesthood.	With	Benedict	XVI,	we	have	 often	wondered	 how
one	could	hope	for	any	more	vocations	from	that	perspective.	What	 is	 to	be	said	about	 the
plan	 to	 have	 a	 married	 clergy	 side	 by	 side	 with	 a	 celibate	 clergy?37	 We	 run	 the	 risk	 of
inculcating	in	the	minds	of	the	faithful	the	idea	of	a	high	and	a	low	clergy.38

Eucharistic	celibacy

The	 demand	 to	 ordain	 married	 men	 reveals	 a	 profound	 ignorance	 of	 the	 ontological	 bond
between	celibacy	and	priesthood.	Western	university	circles	have	sometimes	spread	a	purely
legal	 and	 disciplinary	 concept	 of	 celibacy.	 Some	 go	 so	 far	 as	 to	 say	 that	 celibacy	 is	 the
distinguishing	feature	of	religious	life	and	should	be	reserved	to	it.	John	Paul	II	emphasized
that	 “it	 is	 especially	 important	 that	 the	 priest	 understand	 the	 theological	motivation	 of	 the
Church’s	law	on	celibacy.”39

Here	 I	 would	 like	 to	 address	 this	 theological	 foundation	 so	 as	 to	 draw	 from	 it	 several
pastoral	 consequences.	 The	 nuptial	 meaning	 of	 celibacy	 that	 we	 have	 already	 mentioned
must	be	elaborated.	 Indeed,	priestly	celibacy	proceeds	from	a	necessary	Eucharistic	nuptial
character.40

Saint	Paul	VI	suggested	it	in	this	way	in	1967:

“Laid	hold	of	by	Christ”	(Phil	3:12)	unto	the	complete	abandonment	of	one’s	entire	self	to	Him,	the	priest	takes	on	a
closer	likeness	to	Christ,	even	in	the	love	with	which	the	eternal	Priest	has	loved	the	Church	His	Body	and	offered
Himself	entirely	for	her	sake,	in	order	to	make	her	a	glorious,	holy	and	immaculate	Spouse	(Eph	5:25-27).

			The	consecrated	celibacy	of	the	sacred	ministers	actually	manifests	the	virginal	love	of	Christ	for	the	Church,	and
the	virginal	and	supernatural	fecundity	of	this	marriage.41

Christ	offered	himself	on	the	altar	of	the	Cross.	Every	day,	the	priest	renews	this	oblation	in
pronouncing	 the	words:	 “This	 is	my	Body,	which	will	 be	given	up	 for	 you.”	These	words
take	on	for	him	 the	meaning	of	entering	 into	Christ’s	virginal	offering.	Every	 time	a	priest
repeats	“this	is	my	Body”,	he	offers	his	body,	as	a	man,	in	continuity	with	the	sacrifice	on	the
Cross.

In	a	homily	given	on	the	occasion	of	my	golden	priestly	Jubilee	on	September	28,	2019,	I
recalled:	“A	priest	 is	a	man	who	 takes	 the	place	of	God,	a	man	who	 is	vested	with	all	 the
powers	of	God.	See	the	power	of	the	priest!	The	priest’s	tongue	makes	a	God	out	of	a	piece
of	bread.”42	Now	this	miracle	will	not	happen	unless	we	agree	 to	be	crucified	with	Christ.
Each	one	of	us	must	agree	to	say	with	Saint	Paul:	“I	have	been	crucified	with	Christ;	it	is	no
longer	I	who	live,	but	Christ	who	lives	 in	me;	and	the	 life	I	now	live	 in	 the	flesh	I	 live	by
faith	in	the	Son	of	God,	who	loved	me	and	gave	himself	for	me”	(cf.	Gal	2:20).	Only	through
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the	Cross,	at	the	conclusion	of	a	prodigious	descent	into	an	abyss	of	humiliations,	did	the	Son
of	God	 give	 to	 priests	 the	 divine	 power	 of	 the	Eucharist.	 The	 innermost	 dynamism	of	 the
priest,	the	pillar	on	which	his	priestly	existence	is	built,	as	Saint	Josemaría	Escrivá	declared,
is	the	Cross	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ.	He	proclaimed	this	in	his	motto:	“In	laetitia	nulla	dies
sine	cruce”:	“In	joy,	no	day	without	the	cross.”	Now	the	priest’s	joy	is	experienced	fully	in
the	Holy	Mass.	It	is	the	reason	for	his	existence	and	gives	meaning	to	his	life.	At	the	altar,	the
priest	 stands	 beside	 the	 Host.	 Jesus	 looks	 at	 him,	 and	 he	 looks	 at	 Jesus.	 Are	 we	 quite
conscious	of	what	 it	means	 to	have	Christ	 himself	 truly	present	 before	our	 eyes?	 In	 every
Mass,	 the	priest	 finds	himself	 face	 to	 face	with	 Jesus.	At	 that	 time,	 the	priest	 is	 identified
with	Christ,	configured	to	him.	He	does	not	become	only	an	alter	Christus,	another	Christ.
He	 truly	 is	 ipse	 Christus;	 he	 is	 Christ	 himself.	 He	 is	 clothed	 with	 the	 person	 of	 Christ
himself,	 configured	 by	 a	 specific	 and	 sacramental	 identification	 to	 the	 High	 Priest	 of	 the
Eternal	Covenant	(see	Ecclesia	de	Eucharistia,	no.	29).	Again	Saint	Josemaría	Escrivá	says:
“We	priests,	whether	we	are	sinners	or	saints,	are	no	longer	ourselves	when	we	celebrate	the
Holy	Mass.	We	are	Christ	who	renews	on	the	altar	the	divine	sacrifice	of	Calvary.”43	Indeed,
at	the	altar	I	do	not	preside	at	this	Mass	that	unites	us.	Jesus	is	the	one	who	presides	at	it	in
me.	Although	I	am	unworthy	of	it,	Jesus	is	truly	present	in	the	person	of	the	celebrant.	I	am
Christ:	what	a	terrifying	statement!	What	a	formidable	responsibility!	It	is	in	his	name	and	in
his	place	that	I	stand	at	the	altar	(Lumen	Gentium,	no.	28).	In	persona	Christi	[in	the	person
of	Christ],	I	consecrate	the	bread	and	the	wine,	after	having	handed	over	to	him	my	body,	my
voice,	 my	 poor	 heart	 so	 often	 soiled	 by	 many	 sins.	 On	 the	 eve	 of	 each	 Eucharistic
celebration,	if	we	remain	like	children	snuggled	in	her	arms,	the	Virgin	Mary	prepares	us	to
deliver	ourselves	body	and	soul	to	Jesus	Christ	so	that	the	miracle	of	the	Eucharist	might	be
accomplished.	The	Cross,	the	Eucharist,	and	the	Virgin	Mary	fashion,	structure,	nourish,	and
consolidate	our	Christian	and	priestly	 life.	You	understand	why	every	Christian,	and,	more
particularly,	 the	priest,	must	build	his	 interior	 life	on	 these	 three	 realities:	Crux,	Hostia,	 et
Virgo.	The	Cross	causes	us	to	be	born	to	divine	life.	Without	the	Eucharist,	we	cannot	live.
The	Virgin,	like	a	mother,	watches	attentively	over	our	spiritual	growth.	She	educates	us	to
grow	in	faith.	Jesus	reveals	to	us	the	secret	of	this	heavenly	nourishment	in	which	his	own
flesh	becomes	our	food.	We	can	live	with	his	life	in	an	unheard-of	intimacy	with	him.	The
priest	 is	 truly	the	friend	of	Jesus.	He	offers	himself	 to	God.	He	offers	himself	 to	the	whole
Church	 and	 to	 each	 of	 the	 faithful	 to	 whom	 he	 is	 sent.	 The	 priest	 learns	 the	 logic	 of	 his
celibacy	 in	 the	 Eucharist.	 “Acting	 in	 the	 person	 of	 Christ,	 the	 priest	 unites	 himself	 most
intimately	with	the	offering,	and	places	on	the	altar	his	entire	life,	which	bears	the	marks	of
the	holocaust.”44	He	learns	in	the	Eucharistic	sacrifice	what	the	total	gift	of	self	means.

Priestly	celibacy	is	born	of	the	Eucharist.	It	gives	a	sacrificial	meaning	to	the	entire	life	of
the	priest.	“It	is	from	the	Eucharist	that	he	receives	the	grace	and	obligation	to	give	his	whole
life	 a	 ‘sacrificial’	 dimension.”45	 The	 connection	 between	 continence	 and	 the	 Eucharistic
celebration,	which	has	always	been	perceived	by	the	sensus	fidei	of	the	faithful,	both	in	the
West	and	in	the	East,	therefore	has	nothing	to	do	with	a	ritual	taboo	about	sexuality.	Rather,	it
is	a	profound	insight	into	the	“eucharistic	form	of	the	Christian	life”.46

Celibacy	appears	as	the	front	door	leading	priests	 into	this	Eucharistic	form.	No	one	can
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remain	 faithful	 to	 celibacy	without	 the	daily	 celebration	of	 the	Mass.	 In	 the	Eucharist,	 the
priest	 receives	 celibacy	 as	 a	 gift.	 We	 could	 sum	 up	 this	 connection	 between	 Eucharistic
celebration	and	celibacy	with	the	words	of	Marc	Cardinal	Ouellet:	“Celibacy	.	.	.	corresponds
to	the	Eucharistic	oblation	of	the	Lord,	who,	out	of	love,	gave	his	body	once	and	for	all,	to
the	extreme	point	of	distributing	it	sacramentally,	and	who	demands	of	a	man	with	a	vocation
a	response	of	the	same	kind,	in	other	words,	total,	irrevocable,	and	unconditional.”47	If	Christ
gives	himself	as	 food,	 then	 the	priest,	 too,	must	be	“a	man	who	 is	crucified	and	eaten”,	as
Blessed	Antoine	Chevrier	put	it.	Celibacy	is	the	sign	of	this	and	its	concrete	realization.	I	am
firmly	 persuaded	 that	 the	 Christian	 people	 “recognize”	 their	 priests	 thanks	 to	 this	 sign.
Through	the	instinct	of	faith,	the	faithful	of	all	cultures	unfailingly	recognize	Christ	offered
for	all	in	the	celibate	priest.

Priestly	celibacy	and	inculturation

Consequently,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 express	 my	 deep	 indignation	 when	 I	 hear	 it	 said	 that	 the
ordination	of	married	men	 is	a	necessity	 since	 the	peoples	of	Amazonia	do	not	understand
celibacy	 or	 that	 this	 reality	 will	 always	 be	 foreign	 to	 their	 culture.	 I	 see	 in	 this	 sort	 of
argument	a	contemptuous,	neo-colonialist,	and	infantilizing	mentality	that	shocks	me.	All	the
peoples	of	the	world	are	capable	of	understanding	the	Eucharistic	logic	of	priestly	celibacy.
Are	these	peoples	supposedly	devoid	of	the	instinct	of	the	faith?	Is	it	reasonable	to	think	that
God’s	grace	would	be	inaccessible	to	the	peoples	of	Amazonia	and	that	God	would	deprive
them	of	the	grace	of	priestly	celibacy	that	the	Church	has	guarded	for	centuries	as	a	precious
jewel?	There	 is	no	culture	 that	God’s	grace	cannot	 reach	and	 transform.	When	God	enters
into	a	culture,	he	does	not	leave	it	intact.	He	destabilizes	and	purifies	it.	He	transforms	and
divinizes	it.	Why	would	there	be	in	the	most	remote	areas	of	Amazonia	more	difficulties	in
understanding	 priestly	 celibacy?	 Let	 us	 not	 be	 afraid	 if	 celibacy	 goes	 against	 the	 local
cultures.	 Jesus	 tells	 us:	 “I	 have	 not	 come	 to	 bring	 peace,	 but	 a	 sword”	 (Mt	 10:33).	 The
contact	between	the	Gospel	and	a	culture	that	is	unacquainted	with	it	is	always	disconcerting.
The	 Jews	 and	 the	 Greeks	 of	 the	 first	 centuries	 were	 surprised,	 too,	 by	 celibacy	 for	 the
Kingdom.	It	 is	a	scandal	for	the	world	and	will	always	remain	so	because	it	makes	present
the	scandal	of	the	Cross.

Some	Western	missionaries	no	 longer	understand	 the	profound	meaning	of	 celibacy	 and
project	 their	doubts	onto	 the	Amazonian	peoples.	 I	would	 like	 to	mention	 the	enlightening
testimony	of	a	missionary	who	was	present	at	the	synod	who	knows	the	local	situation	well.
Father	 Martin	 Lasarte	 organizes	 the	 forty-seven	 Salesian	 missionary	 communities	 of	 the
region,	which	have	in	all	612,000	Christians	belonging	to	sixty-two	different	ethnic	groups.48

In	Latin	America	there	is	no	lack	of	positive	examples,	such	as	among	the	Quetchi	of	central	Guatemala	(Verapaz)
where,	despite	the	absence	of	priests	in	some	communities,	lay	ministers	have	living	communities,	rich	in	ministries,
liturgies,	 catechetical	 itineraries,	 missions,	 among	 which	 the	 evangelical	 groups	 have	 been	 able	 to	 penetrate	 very
little.	Despite	the	scarcity	of	priests	for	all	the	communities,	it	is	a	local	Church	rich	in	indigenous	priestly	vocations,
where	even	female	and	male	religious	congregations	of	totally	local	origin	have	been	founded.
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			Is	the	lack	of	vocations	to	the	priesthood	and	religious	life	in	the	Amazon	a	pastoral	challenge	or	is	it	rather	the
consequence	of	 theological-pastoral	options	 that	have	not	given	 the	expected	 results	or	only	partial	 results?	 In	my
opinion,	 the	proposal	of	 the	viri	probati	 as	a	 solution	 to	evangelization	 is	an	 illusory,	almost	magical	proposal	 that
goes	nowhere	near	to	addressing	the	real	underlying	problem.

Father	Lasarte	 cites	 also	 the	 example	 of	 some	 five	 hundred	populations	 and	 ethnic	 groups
that	 live	 around	 the	Congo	 River.	Christianity	 is	 sometimes	 considered	 the	 religion	 of	 the
colonial	power.	Nevertheless,	the	flourishing	of	the	African	Churches	is	promising.	Priestly
vocations	 have	 increased	 by	 32	 percent	 over	 the	 last	 ten	 years,	 and	 the	 trend	 continues.
Father	Lasarte	continues	as	follows:

The	inevitable	question	that	arises	is:	how	is	it	possible	that	peoples	with	so	many	anthropological-cultural	riches	and
similarities	with	the	Amazonian	peoples,	 in	 their	rituals,	myths,	a	strong	sense	of	community,	communion	with	the
cosmos,	with	profound	religious	openness	.	.	.	have	vibrant	Christian	communities	and	flourishing	priestly	vocations
while	in	some	parts	of	the	Amazon,	after	200,	300	years,	there	is	ecclesial	and	vocational	sterility?	There	are	dioceses
and	congregations	which	have	been	present	for	over	a	century	yet	do	not	have	a	single	local	indigenous	vocation.49

In	every	region	of	 the	world,	Christian	communities	encounter	 trials	and	difficulties,	but
evidence	 shows	 that	 wherever	 there	 is	 a	 serious,	 authentic,	 and	 continual	 evangelization
activity,	there	is	no	lack	of	priestly	vocations.

Along	these	lines,	Pope	Francis	boldly	affirms	with	lucidity	and	courage:

Many	places	are	experiencing	a	dearth	of	vocations	to	the	priesthood	and	consecrated	life.	This	is	often	due	to	a	lack
of	contagious	apostolic	fervor	in	communities	which	results	in	a	cooling	of	enthusiasm	and	attractiveness.	Wherever
there	 is	 life,	 fervor	and	a	desire	 to	bring	Christ	 to	others,	genuine	vocations	will	arise.	 .	 .	 .	 [T]he	 fraternal	 life	and
fervor	of	 the	community	can	awaken	 in	 the	young	a	desire	 to	consecrate	 themselves	completely	 to	God	and	 to	 the
preaching	 of	 the	 Gospel.	 This	 is	 particularly	 true	 if	 such	 a	 living	 community	 prays	 insistently	 for	 vocations	 and
courageously	proposes	to	its	young	people	the	path	of	special	consecration.50

The	pope	points	out	the	basis	for	the	problem:	a	lack	of	faith	and	of	apostolic	fervor.	They
have	 stopped	 proclaiming	 Christ.	 I	 am	 convinced	 that	 if	 we	 offer	 evangelization	 work	 to
young	people,	the	number	of	missionary	vocations	will	rise.

Alas,	under	the	pretext	of	inculturation,	wrongly	understood,	Catholics	often	are	content	to
defend	 the	 rights	 of	 the	 indigenous	 peoples	 or	 to	 work	 to	 promote	 their	 economic
development.	 This	 is	 not	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 mandate	 that	 Jesus	 gave	 us.	 He	 told	 us:	 “Go
therefore	and	make	disciples	of	all	nations,	baptizing	them	in	the	name	of	the	Father	and	of
the	Son	and	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	teaching	them	to	observe	all	that	I	have	commanded	you”	(Mt
28:19-20).	Thus	we	take	great	care	of	the	indigenous	populations,	but	not	enough	to	proclaim
to	them	the	heart	of	our	faith.	I	am	ashamed	to	admit	it,	but	the	Evangelical	Protestants	are
sometimes	more	faithful	 to	Christ	 than	we	are.	We	have	become	specialists	 in	 the	fields	of
social,	 political,	 or	 economic	 activity.	 Nevertheless,	 as	 Benedict	 XVI	 reminded	 us,	 “The
faithful	 expect	 only	 one	 thing	 from	 priests:	 that	 they	 be	 specialists	 in	 promoting	 the
encounter	between	man	and	God.”51

Pope	Francis	very	clearly	explained	this	problem	in	his	speech	at	the	closing	of	the	synod.
He	 mentioned	 the	 necessary	 renewal	 of	 missionary	 zeal.	 He	 recalled	 very	 clearly	 that
evangelization	is	 the	heart	of	 the	synodal	reflection:	what	 is	at	stake	is	 the	proclamation	of
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salvation	in	Jesus	Christ.	And	so,	in	order	to	respond	to	his	appeal,	by	priestly	celibacy	“we
want	to	go	ahead	and	make	present	this	scandal	of	a	faith	that	bases	all	existence	on	God.”52

In	a	new	surge	of	evangelization,	we	want	to	make	present	through	celibacy	what	the	world
does	not	want	to	see:	God	alone	suffices.	He	alone	can	save	us	and	make	us	fully	happy.

Toward	a	radically	evangelical	priesthood

The	 priesthood	 is	 going	 through	 a	 crisis.	 Detestable	 scandals	 have	 disfigured	 its	 face	 and
unsettled	 many	 priests	 throughout	 the	 world.	 Now	 within	 the	 Church,	 crises	 are	 always
overcome	by	 returning	 to	 the	 radical	character	of	 the	Gospel,	 and	not	by	adopting	worldly
criteria.

Celibacy	is	a	scandal	for	the	world.	We	are	tempted	to	tone	it	down.	On	the	contrary,	Saint
John	Paul	II	maintained	that	it	is	necessary	to	rediscover	that

the	Spirit,	by	consecrating	the	priest	and	configuring	him	to	Jesus	Christ,	head	and	shepherd,	creates	a	bond	which,
located	 in	 the	 priest’s	 very	 being,	 demands	 to	 be	 assimilated	 and	 lived	 out	 in	 a	 personal,	 free	 and	 conscious	way
through	an	ever	richer	communion	of	life	and	love	and	an	ever	broader	and	more	radical	sharing	in	the	feelings	and
attitudes	of	Jesus	Christ.	In	this	bond	between	the	Lord	Jesus	and	the	priest,	an	ontological	and	psychological	bond,	a
sacramental	and	moral	bond,	is	the	foundation	and	likewise	the	power	for	that	“life	according	to	the	Spirit”	and	that
“radicalism	of	the	Gospel”	to	which	every	priest	is	called.53

We	will	not	solve	the	crisis	of	the	priesthood	by	weakening	celibacy.	On	the	contrary,	I	am
convinced	 that	 the	 future	of	 the	priesthood	 lies	 in	Gospel	 radicalism.	Priests	must	 live	out
celibacy	and	a	kind	of	poverty.	They	are	called	to	it	in	a	special	way.	Celibacy,	poverty,	and
fraternity	lived	out	in	obedience	by	priests	are	not	only	means	of	personal	sanctification;	they
become	signs	and	instruments	of	a	specifically	priestly	life:	“The	priest	is	called	to	live	these
evangelical	counsels	in	accordance	with	those	ways	and,	more	specifically,	 those	goals	and
that	basic	meaning	which	derive	from	and	express	his	own	priestly	identity.”54	The	logic	of
disappropriation	resulting	from	celibacy	must	go	so	far	as	obedience	and	the	renunciation	of
property	 in	poverty.	Benedict	XVI	 states	 this	 forcefully:	 “Without	 such	a	 forsaking	on	our
part	 there	 is	 no	 priesthood.	 The	 call	 to	 follow	 Jesus	 is	 not	 possible	 without	 this	 sign	 of
freedom	and	renunciation	of	any	kind	of	compromise.”55

The	full	concept	of	priesthood	includes	a	life	led	according	to	the	evangelical	counsels.	I
think	that	it	is	time	for	bishops	to	take	concrete	steps	to	propose	this	“fully	priestly”	life	to
their	priests,	a	common	life	in	prayer,	poverty,	celibacy,	and	obedience.	The	more	priests	live
the	radical	character	of	the	Gospel,	the	more	consistent	their	identity	and	their	everyday	life
will	be.	There	is	a	work	of	reform	to	undertake	here,	in	other	words,	a	return	to	the	sources.	I
am	not	confusing	priestly	life	and	religious	life.56	I	solemnly	declare	that	the	priesthood	is	a
state	of	life	that	involves	an	existence	given	and	consecrated	in	truth.

A	 life	 led	 according	 to	 the	 world	 can	 produce	 in	 a	 priestly	 soul	 only	 a	 feeling	 of
inconsistency,	 incompleteness,	 and	 being	 torn	 apart.	 “No	 one	 can	 serve	 two	 masters”	 (Mt
6:24).

Dear	brother	priests,	allow	me	to	address	you	directly.	Sexual	scandals	erupt	at	a	regular
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pace.	 They	 are	 broadcast	 far	 and	 wide	 by	 the	 social	 networks.	 They	 cover	 us	 with	 shame
because	they	directly	call	into	question	our	promise	of	celibacy	in	imitation	of	Christ.	How
can	 we	 bear	 the	 fact	 that	 some	 of	 our	 brothers	 could	 profane	 the	 sacred	 innocence	 of
children?	How	could	we	hope	for	any	missionary	fruitfulness	if	such	atrocities	are	committed
in	secret?	Some	of	you	are	crushed	by	work.	Others	celebrate	in	empty	churches.	I	wish	to
remind	all	of	you:	 the	experience	of	 the	Cross	 reveals	 the	 truth	of	our	 life.	 In	proclaiming
God’s	 truth,	 you	 get	 onto	 the	 Cross.	 Without	 you,	 humanity	 would	 be	 less	 great	 and	 less
beautiful.	You	are	 the	 living	rampart	of	 the	 truth	because	you	agreed	 to	 love	 it	even	 to	 the
Cross.	You	are	not	the	defenders	of	an	abstract	or	partisan	truth.	You	have	decided	to	suffer
for	 love	 of	 Jesus	 Christ.	 All	 of	 you,	 hidden	 and	 forgotten	 priests,	 you	 whom	 society
sometimes	despises,	you	who	are	faithful	to	the	promises	of	your	ordination,	you	cause	the
powers	of	this	world	to	tremble.	You	remind	them	that	nothing	can	resist	the	force	of	the	gift
of	your	life	for	the	sake	of	truth.	Your	presence	is	unbearable	to	the	prince	of	lies.

Celibacy	 reveals	 the	 very	 essence	 of	 the	 Christian	 priesthood.	 To	 speak	 about	 it	 as	 an
accessory	 reality	 is	 hurtful	 to	 all	 the	 priests	 in	 the	 world.	 I	 am	 firmly	 convinced	 that
relativizing	 priestly	 celibacy	 is	 tantamount	 to	 reducing	 the	 priesthood	 to	 a	 mere	 function.
Now,	the	priesthood	is	not	a	function,	but	a	state	of	life.

The	priestly	vocation:	a	vocation	to	prayer

Dear	 brother	 priests,	 dear	 seminarians	 who	 are	 preparing	 for	 the	 priesthood,	 I	 know	 that
many	of	you	suffer	 terribly	 to	see	celibacy	criticized	and	despised.	I	know	how	lonely	you
feel	and	how	abandoned	by	those	from	whom	you	expect	support.	Do	not	let	yourselves	be
troubled	by	these	petty,	vain,	and	pitiful	theological	opinions	of	the	moment.	If	you	come	to
doubt	 your	 vocation	 or	 are	 tempted	 to	 retreat,	 given	 the	 demands	 of	 celibacy,	meditate	 on
these	brilliant,	forceful	words	by	Benedict	XVI:

[Jesus]	supports	us.	Let	us	fix	our	gaze	ever	anew	on	him	and	reach	out	to	him.	Let	us	allow	his	hand	to	take	ours,	and
then	we	will	not	sink.	.	.	.

			One	of	my	favorite	prayers	is	the	request	that	the	liturgy	puts	on	our	lips	before	Communion:	“.	.	.	never	let	me	be
separated	from	you.”	Let	us	ask	that	we	never	fall	away	from	communion	with	his	Body,	with	Christ	himself,	that	we
do	not	fall	away	from	the	Eucharistic	mystery.	Let	us	ask	that	he	will	never	let	go	of	our	hands.	.	.	.

			The	Lord	laid	his	hand	upon	us.	He	expressed	the	meaning	of	this	gesture	in	these	words:	“No	longer	do	I	call	you
servants,	 for	 the	 servant	does	not	know	what	his	master	 is	doing;	but	 I	have	called	you	 friends,	 for	all	 that	 I	have
heard	from	my	Father	I	have	made	known	to	you”	(Jn	15:15).

	 	 	 I	 no	 longer	 call	 you	 servants	 but	 friends:	 in	 these	 words	 one	 could	 actually	 perceive	 the	 institution	 of	 the
priesthood.	The	Lord	makes	us	his	friends;	he	entrusts	everything	to	us;	he	entrusts	himself	to	us,	so	that	we	can	speak
in	his	name,	in	persona	Christi	capitis.

			What	trust!	He	has	truly	delivered	himself	into	our	hands.	.	.	.	I	no	longer	call	you	servants	but	friends.	This	is	the
profound	meaning	of	being	a	priest:	becoming	the	friend	of	Jesus	Christ.	For	this	friendship	we	must	daily	recommit
ourselves.	.	.	.	We	must	put	into	practice	this	communion	of	thought	with	Jesus,	as	St.	Paul	tells	us	in	his	Letter	to	the
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Philippians	(cf.	2:2-5).	And	this	communion	of	thought	is	not	a	purely	intellectual	thing,	but	a	sharing	of	sentiments
and	will,	hence,	also	of	actions.	This	means	that	we	should	know	Jesus	in	an	increasingly	personal	way,	listening	to
him,	living	together	with	him,	staying	with	him.

			Listening	to	him—in	lectio	divina,	that	is,	reading	Sacred	Scripture	in	a	non-academic	but	spiritual	way;	thus,	we
learn	 to	 encounter	 Jesus	 present,	who	 speaks	 to	 us.	We	must	 reason	 and	 reflect,	 before	 him	 and	with	 him,	 on	 his
words	and	actions.	The	reading	of	Sacred	Scripture	is	prayer,	it	must	be	prayer—it	must	emerge	from	prayer	and	lead
to	prayer.

			The	Evangelists	tell	us	that	the	Lord	frequently	withdrew—for	entire	nights—“to	the	mountains”,	to	pray	alone.	We
too	need	these	“mountains”:	they	are	inner	peaks	that	we	must	scale,	the	mountain	of	prayer.

			Only	in	this	way	does	the	friendship	develop.	Only	in	this	way	can	we	carry	out	our	priestly	service,	only	in	this
way	can	we	take	Christ	and	his	Gospel	to	men	and	women.

			Activism	by	itself	can	even	be	heroic,	but	in	the	end	external	action	is	fruitless	and	loses	its	effectiveness	unless	it
is	 born	 from	 deep	 inner	 communion	 with	 Christ.	 The	 time	 we	 spend	 on	 this	 is	 truly	 a	 time	 of	 pastoral	 activity,
authentic	pastoral	activity.	The	priest	must	above	all	be	a	man	of	prayer.

			The	world	in	its	frenetic	activism	often	loses	its	direction.	Its	action	and	capacities	become	destructive	if	they	lack
the	power	of	prayer,	from	which	flow	the	waters	of	life	that	irrigate	the	arid	land.

			I	no	longer	call	you	servants,	but	friends.	The	core	of	the	priesthood	is	being	friends	of	Jesus	Christ.	Only	in	this
way	can	we	truly	speak	in	persona	Christi,	even	if	our	inner	remoteness	from	Christ	cannot	jeopardize	the	validity	of
the	Sacrament.	Being	a	friend	of	Jesus,	being	a	priest,	means	being	a	man	of	prayer.	In	this	way	we	recognize	him	and
emerge	from	the	ignorance	of	simple	servants.	We	thus	learn	to	live,	suffer	and	act	with	him	and	for	him.

			Being	friends	with	Jesus	is	always	friendship	with	his	followers.	We	can	be	friends	of	Jesus	only	in	communion
with	 the	whole	of	Christ,	with	 the	Head	and	with	 the	Body;	 in	 the	vigorous	vine	of	 the	Church	 to	which	 the	Lord
gives	life.	.	.	.

			I	would	like	to	end	this	Homily	with	a	word	on	Andrea	Santoro,	 the	priest	from	the	Diocese	of	Rome	who	was
assassinated	in	Trebizond	while	he	was	praying.	.	.	.	[Fr.	Santoro	said:]	“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.”

			Jesus	assumed	our	flesh;	let	us	give	him	our	own.	In	this	way	he	can	come	into	the	world	and	transform	it.57

The	Mass	is	the	priest’s	reason	for	existing.	The	renewal	of	the	Sacrifice	of	Calvary	is	not
only	 the	 most	 important	 and	 the	 loftiest	 action	 of	 his	 day,	 but	 the	 one	 that	 confers	 all	 its
meaning	 on	 it.	 The	 saintly	 Curé	 of	 Ars	 often	 repeated	 with	 tears	 in	 his	 eyes:	 “Ah!	 How
terrifying	 it	 is	 to	be	a	priest!”	Then	he	would	add:	“How	sad	 it	 is	when	a	priest	celebrates
Mass	as	though	it	were	an	ordinary	thing.	How	far	astray	a	priest	without	an	interior	life	has
wandered!”58

Dear	priests,	dear	seminarians,	let	us	not	allow	ourselves	get	caught	up	in	haste,	activism,
and	 the	 superficiality	 of	 a	 life	 that	 gives	 priority	 to	 social	 or	 ecological	 commitment,	 as
though	 time	 dedicated	 to	 Christ	 in	 silence	 were	 lost	 time.	 It	 is	 precisely	 in	 prayer	 and
adoration	 in	 front	of	 the	 tabernacle	 that	we	find	 the	 indispensable	support	 for	our	virginity
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and	our	priestly	celibacy.
Let	us	not	become	discouraged:	prayer	demands	an	effort.	 It	 involves	a	kind	of	hand	 to

hand	combat,	an	arduous	struggle	with	God,	like	that	of	Jacob,	who	wrestled	the	whole	night
until	the	dawn	(Gen	32:22-32).	Sometimes	we	get	that	painful	impression	that	Jesus	is	being
silent,	 because	 he	 is	 working	 in	 the	 utmost	 secrecy.	 Let	 us	 be	 diligent	 in	 our	 prayer	 of
adoration,	and	let	us	teach	it	to	the	Christian	faithful	by	the	example	of	our	lives.	In	order	to
encourage	priests	to	have	an	intimate	relation	with	the	Lord,	Saint	Charles	Borromeo	always
used	to	say:	“You	will	not	be	able	to	care	for	the	souls	of	others	if	you	let	your	own	perish.	In
the	end	you	will	no	longer	do	anything	even	for	others.	You	must	always	have	time	for	being
with	God.”59

Are	you	exercising	the	care	of	souls?.	.	.	Do	not	thereby	neglect	yourself.	Do	not	give	yourself	to	others	to	such	an
extent	that	nothing	is	left	of	yourself	for	yourself.	You	should	certainly	keep	in	mind	the	souls	whose	pastor	you	are,
but	without	forgetting	yourself.	My	brothers,	do	not	forget	that	there	is	nothing	so	necessary	to	all	churchmen	than	the
meditation	which	precedes,	accompanies	and	follows	all	our	actions:	I	will	sing,	says	the	prophet,	and	I	will	meditate
(cf.	Ps	100:1).	If	you	administer	the	sacraments,	my	brother,	meditate	upon	what	you	are	doing.	If	you	celebrate	Mass,
meditate	on	what	you	are	offering.	If	you	recite	the	psalms	in	choir,	meditate	to	whom	and	of	what	you	are	speaking.
If	you	are	guiding	souls,	meditate	in	whose	blood	they	have	been	cleansed.60

Saint	John	Paul	 II	commented	as	 follows	on	 the	 invaluable	advice	of	Charles	Borromeo	 to
priests:

The	priest’s	prayer	life	in	particular	needs	to	be	continually	“reformed”.	Experience	teaches	that	in	prayer	one	cannot
live	off	 past	 gains.	Every	day	we	need	not	 only	 to	 renew	our	 external	 fidelity	 to	 times	of	 prayer,	 especially	 those
devoted	to	the	celebration	of	the	Liturgy	of	the	Hours	and	those	left	to	personal	choice	and	not	reinforced	by	fixed
times	of	liturgical	service,	but	also	to	strive	constantly	for	the	experience	of	a	genuine	personal	encounter	with	Jesus,
a	trusting	dialogue	with	the	Father	and	a	deep	experience	of	the	Spirit.

			What	the	apostle	Paul	says	of	all	Christians,	that	they	must	attain	“to	mature	manhood,	to	the	measure	of	the	stature
of	the	fullness	of	Christ”	(Eph	4:13),	can	be	applied	specifically	to	priests,	who	are	called	to	the	perfection	of	charity
and	therefore	to	holiness,	even	more	so	because	their	pastoral	ministry	itself	demands	that	they	be	living	models	for
all	the	faithful.61

Dear	priests	and	seminarians,	given	the	widespread	religious	indifference	and	the	crisis	of
doctrine,	 if	you	want	your	 faith	 to	 remain	strong	and	vigorous,	 it	 is	advisable	 to	nourish	 it
with	 a	 diligent,	 humble,	 and	 confident	 prayer	 life.	 Persevere	 and	 keep	 being	 models	 and
masters	of	prayer:

May	 your	 days	 be	 marked	 by	 times	 of	 prayer,	 during	 which,	 after	 Jesus’	 example,	 you	 engage	 in	 a	 regenerating
conversation	with	the	Father.	I	know	it	is	not	easy	to	stay	faithful	to	this	daily	appointment	with	the	Lord,	especially
today	when	the	pace	of	 life	 is	frenetic	and	worries	absorb	us	more	and	more.	Yet	we	must	convince	ourselves:	 the
time	 he	 spends	 in	 prayer	 is	 the	 most	 important	 time	 in	 a	 priest’s	 life,	 in	 which	 divine	 grace	 acts	 with	 greater
effectiveness,	making	his	ministry	fruitful.	The	first	service	to	render	to	the	community	is	prayer.	And	therefore,	time
for	prayer	must	be	given	a	true	priority	in	our	life.62

Build	your	existence	on	the	firm	framework	of	a	plan	of	life.	Ask	the	Lord	constantly	to
unify	your	life.	Work	and	prayer	do	not	turn	their	backs	on	each	other,	far	from	it;	they	must
support	one	another.	If	we	are	not	interiorly	in	communion	with	God,	we	can	give	nothing	to
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others.	We	must	 constantly	 rediscover	 that	God	 is	 our	priority.	Benedict	XVI	 said:	 “To	be
ordained	priests	means	to	enter	in	a	sacramental	and	existential	way	into	Christ’s	prayer	for
‘his	own’.	From	this	we	priests	derive	a	particular	vocation	to	pray.	.	.	.	The	priest	who	prays
a	lot,	and	who	prays	well,	is	progressively	drawn	out	of	himself	and	evermore	united	to	Jesus
the	 Good	 Shepherd	 and	 the	 Servant	 of	 the	 Brethren.”63	 Without	 faith	 and	 prayer,	 priestly
celibacy	would	be	 like	 a	house	built	 on	 sand;	 it	 collapses	when	 the	 storm	comes.	Without
prayer	and	a	lively	faith,	how	could	we	understand	priestly	celibacy	and	live	it	joyfully?

Dear	brother	priests	and	bishops,	let	us	reread	the	profound	words	by	Benedict	XVI:

Paul	calls	Timothy—and	in	him,	the	Bishop	and	in	general	the	priest—“man	of	God”	(1	Tim	6:11).	This	is	the	central
task	of	the	priest:	to	bring	God	to	men	and	women.	Of	course,	he	can	only	do	this	if	he	himself	comes	from	God,	if	he
lives	with	and	by	God.	.	.	.	The	true	foundation	of	the	priest’s	life,	the	ground	of	his	existence,	the	ground	of	his	life,	is
God	himself.

	 	 	The	 Church	 .	 .	 .	 has	 rightly	 seen	 in	 the	 following	 of	 the	 Apostles,	 in	 communion	 with	 Jesus	 himself,.	 .	 .	 the
explanation	of	what	the	priestly	mission	means.	The	priest	can	and	must	also	say	today,	with	the	Levite:	“Dominus
pars	hereditatis	meae	et	calicis	mei.”	God	himself	is	my	portion	of	land,	the	external	and	internal	foundation	of	my
existence.

	 	 	This	 theocentricity	 of	 the	 priestly	 existence	 is	 truly	 necessary	 in	 our	 entirely	 function-oriented	world	 in	which
everything	 is	based	on	calculable	and	ascertainable	performance.	The	priest	must	 truly	know	God	from	within	and
thus	bring	him	to	men	and	women:	this	is	the	prime	service	that	contemporary	humanity	needs.	If	this	centrality	of
God	in	a	priest’s	life	is	lost,	little	by	little	the	zeal	in	his	actions	is	lost.	In	an	excess	of	external	things	the	center	that
gives	meaning	to	all	things	and	leads	them	back	to	unity	is	missing.	There,	the	foundation	of	life,	the	“earth”	upon
which	all	this	can	stand	and	prosper,	is	missing.64

This	teaching	is	the	charter	for	all	reform,	for	all	renewal	of	the	priesthood	in	the	Catholic
Church.	It	definitively	clarifies	the	meaning	and	the	necessity	of	celibacy.	The	priest	can	and
must	have	nothing	but	God.	He	must	be	poor	in	all	things	except	God.	He	must	manifest	by
his	way	of	life	that	God	is	at	the	center	of	all	evangelization	and	of	all	pastoral	work.

Celibacy,	 in	 force	 for	Bishops	 throughout	 the	Eastern	 and	Western	Church	 and,	 according	 to	 a	 tradition	 that	 dates
back	to	an	epoch	close	to	that	of	the	Apostles,	for	priests	in	general	in	the	Latin	Church,	can	only	be	understood	and
lived	if	it	is	based	on	this	basic	structure.

			The	solely	pragmatic	reasons,	the	reference	to	greater	availability,	is	not	enough:	such	a	greater	availability	of	time
could	 easily	 become	 also	 a	 form	 of	 egoism	 that	 saves	 a	 person	 from	 the	 sacrifices	 and	 efforts	 demanded	 by	 the
reciprocal	acceptance	and	forbearance	in	matrimony;	thus,	it	could	lead	to	a	spiritual	impoverishment	or	to	hardening
of	the	heart.

			The	true	foundation	of	celibacy	can	be	contained	in	the	phrase:	Dominus	pars—You	are	my	land.	It	can	only	be
theocentric.	It	cannot	mean	being	deprived	of	love,	but	must	mean	letting	oneself	be	consumed	by	passion	for	God
and	subsequently,	thanks	to	a	more	intimate	way	of	being	with	him,	to	serve	men	and	women,	too.	Celibacy	must	be	a
witness	to	faith:	faith	in	God	materializes	in	that	form	of	life	which	only	has	meaning	if	it	is	based	on	God.

			Basing	one’s	life	on	him,	renouncing	marriage	and	the	family,	means	that	I	accept	and	experience	God	as	a	reality
and	that	I	can	therefore	bring	him	to	men	and	women.	Our	world,	which	has	become	totally	positivistic,	in	which	God
appears	at	best	as	a	hypothesis	but	not	as	a	concrete	reality,	needs	to	rest	on	God	in	the	most	concrete	and	radical	way
possible.
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			It	needs	a	witness	to	God	that	lies	in	the	decision	to	welcome	God	as	a	land	where	one	finds	one’s	own	existence.
For	 this	 reason,	 celibacy	 is	 so	 important	 today,	 in	 our	 contemporary	 world,	 even	 if	 its	 fulfilment	 in	 our	 age	 is
constantly	threatened	and	questioned.

	 	 	A	careful	preparation	during	 the	 journey	 towards	 this	goal	and	persevering	guidance	on	 the	part	of	 the	Bishop,
priest	friends	and	lay	people	who	sustain	this	priestly	witness	together,	is	essential.	We	need	prayer	that	invokes	God
without	respite	as	the	Living	God	and	relies	on	him	in	times	of	confusion	as	well	as	in	times	of	joy.	Consequently,	as
opposed	to	the	cultural	trend	that	seeks	to	convince	us	that	we	are	not	capable	of	making	such	decisions,	this	witness
can	be	lived	and	in	this	way,	in	our	world,	can	reinstate	God	as	reality.65

Our	 world	 needs	 priestly	 celibacy	 more	 than	 ever.	 It	 is	 necessary	 for	 priests,	 but	 also
indispensable	from	a	pastoral	perspective.	It	has	a	burning	missionary	relevance.

In	conclusion,	let	us	review	the	essential	foundations	of	what	we	have	said.	Christ	Jesus	is
a	priest.	His	whole	being	is	priestly,	dedicated,	and	handed	over.	Before	him,	priests	offered
to	God	animals	in	sacrifice.	He	revealed	to	us	that	the	true	priest	offers	himself.	From	now
on,	in	order	to	be	a	priest,	we	must	enter	into	this	great	offering	of	Christ	to	the	Father.	We
must	adopt	the	sacrifice	of	the	Cross	as	the	form	of	our	whole	life.

This	 gift	 takes	 the	 form	 of	 the	 sacrifice	 of	 the	 husband	 for	 his	 wife.	 Christ	 is	 truly	 the
Bridegroom	 of	 the	 Church.	 The	 priest,	 in	 turn,	 hands	 himself	 over	 for	 the	 whole	 Church.
Celibacy	manifests	this	gift;	it	is	the	concrete,	vital	sign	of	it.	Celibacy	is	the	seal	of	the	Cross
on	our	lives	as	priests.	It	is	a	cry	of	the	priestly	soul	that	proclaims	love	for	the	Father	and	the
gift	of	oneself	to	the	Church.

The	priest	 is	 capable	of	 being	 a	husband	 and	 a	 father	 according	 to	 the	 flesh,	 but	 by	his
celibacy	 he	 renounces	 that	 form	of	 human	 flourishing.	Out	 of	 love,	 he	 chooses	 to	 deprive
himself	 of	 it	 in	 order	 to	 live	 as	 the	 exclusive	 husband	 of	 the	 Church.	 The	 intention	 to
relativize	celibacy	is	tantamount	to	contempt	for	this	radical	gift	that	so	many	faithful	priests
have	lived	out	since	their	ordination.

Celibacy	is	the	sign	and	instrument	of	our	entrance	into	the	priestly	being	of	Jesus.	It	takes
on	a	value	that	we	could	describe	analogically	as	sacramental.	From	this	perspective,	we	do
not	 see	 how	 the	 priestly	 identity	 could	 be	 encouraged	 and	 protected	 if	 in	 one	 region	 or
another	 they	 suppressed	 the	 requirement	 of	 celibacy	 as	Christ	 intended	 it	 and	 as	 the	Latin
Church	has	jealously	preserved	it.

As	Vatican	Council	II	recalls,	clerical	celibacy	is	not	a	mere	precept	of	 the	ecclesiastical
law66	 but,	 rather,	 a	 “precious	gift”	 from	God.67	This	 is	why	Pope	Francis,	 adopting	 as	 his
own	the	resolute	and	courageous	words	of	Saint	Paul	VI,	says:“	‘I	would	rather	give	my	life
than	change	the	law	on	celibacy.’.	.	.	Personally,	I	think	that	celibacy	is	a	gift	for	the	Church.
Second,	I	don’t	agree	with	allowing	optional	celibacy,	no.”68

There	 is	 an	 ontological-sacramental	 connection	 between	 priesthood	 and	 celibacy.	 To
diminish	 this	connection	 in	any	way	would	be	 to	call	 into	question	 the	Magisterium	of	 the
council	and	of	Popes	Paul	VI,	John	Paul	II,	and	Benedict	XVI.	I	humbly	beg	Pope	Francis	to
protect	 us	 from	 such	 a	 possibility	 by	 vetoing	 any	 attempt	 to	 weaken	 the	 law	 of	 priestly
celibacy,	even	limited	to	one	particular	region.

To	conclude	this	text,	I	would	like	to	turn	once	again	to	my	dear	brother	priests.	Christ	left	to
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us	an	enormous	and	magnificent	responsibility.	We	continue	his	presence	on	earth.	Like	him,
we	must	watch,	pray,	and	be	steadfast	in	the	faith.

He	was	willing	to	have	need	of	us	priests.	Our	hands	consecrated	by	the	sacred	chrism	are
no	longer	ours.	They	are	his	in	order	to	bless,	forgive,	and	console.	They	are	reserved	to	him.
If	sometimes	celibacy	seems	to	us	too	burdensome,	let	us	look	at	the	hands	of	the	Crucified.
Our	hands,	 like	his,	must	be	pierced	so	as	 to	keep	and	 to	hold	nothing	greedily.	Our	heart,
like	his,	must	be	open	so	that	everyone	finds	welcome	and	refuge	there.	Therefore,	if	we	no
longer	understand	our	own	celibacy,	let	us	look	at	the	Cross.	It	is	the	only	book	that	will	give
us	the	true	meaning	of	it.

Only	 the	Cross	will	 teach	us	 to	be	a	priest.	Only	 the	Cross	will	 teach	us	 to	“love	 to	 the
end”	(cf.	Jn	13:1).	On	this	path,	Benedict	XVI	is	an	admirable	model.

Robert	Cardinal	Sarah
Vatican	City,	November	25,	2019
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In	the	Shadow	of	the	Cross

Conclusion	by	the	Two	Authors
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The	priesthood	is	going	through	a	dark	time.	Wounded	by	the	revelation	of	so	many	scandals,
disconcerted	 by	 the	 constant	 questioning	 of	 their	 consecrated	 celibacy,	 many	 priests	 are
tempted	by	the	thought	of	giving	up	and	abandoning	everything.

Christ	asks	us:	“Will	you	also	go	away?”	(Jn	6:67).	United	to	Peter	and	to	his	successor,
we	intend	to	answer	him:	“Lord,	to	whom	shall	we	go?	You	have	the	words	of	eternal	life”
(Jn	6:68).

Yes,	 Lord,	 you	 are	 the	 Holy	 One	 of	 God.	 You	 are	 the	 Consecrated	 One	 of	 God.	 You
offered	everything	and	gave	everything.	Your	“yes”	to	the	Father	is	unconditional.	Nothing	in
you	resists	 it;	nothing	in	you	escapes	 it.	We	priests	want	 to	follow	you	even	to	 this	perfect
“yes”.	We	want	to	say	with	you:	here	is	my	body	given	up	for	you;	here	is	my	blood	that	will
be	poured	out	for	you	and	for	the	multitude.	Teach	us	to	pray	and	to	repeat	continually	after
you:	 “Into	 your	 hands	 I	 commit	 my	 spirit”	 (Lk	 23:46).	 You	 are	 our	 only	 good,	 our	 only
inheritance.

With	Saint	John	Henry	Newman,	we	pray	to	you:

Possess	my	whole	being	so	utterly	that	my	life	may	only	be	a	radiance	of	Thine.	Shine	through	me	and	be	so	in	me
that	every	soul	I	come	in	contact	with	may	feel	Thy	presence	in	my	soul.	Let	them	look	up	and	see	no	longer	me	but
only	Thee,	O	Lord!	Stay	with	me	and	then	I	shall	begin	to	shine	as	Thou	shinest,	so	to	shine	as	to	be	a	light	to	others.
The	light,	O	Jesus,	will	be	all	from	Thee;	none	of	it	will	be	mine.	It	will	be	Thou	who	shinest	through	me	upon	others.
O	let	me	thus	praise	Thee	in	the	way	Thou	dost	 love	best,	by	shining	on	all	 those	around	me.	Let	me	preach	Thee
without	preaching,	not	by	words	but	by	example,	by	the	catching	force,	the	sympathetic	influence	of	what	I	do,	the
evident	fullness	of	the	love	which	my	heart	bears	to	Thee.

Jesus	Crucified,	look	upon	your	Church	as	you	looked	at	Mary	from	the	top	of	the	Cross.
You	gave	her	as	a	mother	to	John,	the	chaste	priest	and	apostle.	You	entrusted	her	to	him	so
that	she	might	become	“his	own”	(Jn	19:27).	Have	mercy	on	your	Church.	Give	her	peace
and	unity.	Have	mercy	on	your	priests.	Grant	that	they	may	welcome	Mary	in	turn.	Grant	that
they	may	have	no	other	good	than	your	Church.

Jesus	Crucified,	 look	 at	 the	Church	 your	Bride.	Make	 her	 beautiful	 and	worthy	 of	 you.
May	she	be	conformed	to	your	Heart.	May	everyone	be	able	to	recognize	your	face	in	her.
May	all	peoples	recognize	in	her	at	last	their	sole	common	home.

Having	arrived	at	the	end	of	our	reflection,	we	feel	the	necessity	of	professing	our	love	for
the	Church.	We	have	 tried	 to	give	her	our	 life,	as	Christ	offered	his	 for	her.	We	will	never
abandon	her.	We	wear	on	our	right	hand	the	ring	that	reminds	us	that	we	are	bound	to	her	in	a
definitive	covenant.

Every	day	our	soul	gives	thanks	for	and	marvels	at	this	unmerited	gift	that	has	been	given
to	us	of	serving	and	loving	the	Church.	Confronted	with	this	mystery,	we	exclaim	with	Saint
Augustine:	“O	sacrament	of	piety,	O	sign	of	unity,	O	bond	of	charity!	The	one	who	wants	to
live	has	somewhere	to	live,	has	something	to	live	on.	Let	him	approach,	let	him	believe,	let
him	 belong	 to	 the	 body	 so	 as	 to	 be	 given	 life.	 Let	 him	 not	 shudder	 at	 the	 make-up	 of	 its
members.”1	 We	 want	 to	 remain	 aloof	 from	 everything	 that	 could	 harm	 the	 unity	 of	 the
Church.	 Personal	 quarrels,	 political	 maneuvering,	 power	 plays,	 ideological	 manipulations,
and	critiques	full	of	bitterness	play	the	game	of	the	devil—the	divider,	the	father	of	lies.

Our	decision	to	take	up	a	pen	and	write	for	you	was	prompted	solely	by	our	love	for	the
Church.
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The	words	of	Saint	Paul	resound	like	a	solemn	warning	for	all	bishops:

I	charge	you	in	the	presence	of	God	and	of	Christ	Jesus	who	is	to	judge	the	living	and	the	dead.	.	.:	preach	the	word,
be	urgent	in	season	and	out	of	season,	convince,	rebuke,	and	exhort,	be	unfailing	in	patience	and	in	teaching.	For	the
time	 is	 coming	 when	 people	 will	 not	 endure	 sound	 teaching,	 but	 having	 itching	 ears	 they	 will	 accumulate	 for
themselves	teachers	to	suit	their	own	likings,	and	will	turn	away	from	listening	to	the	truth	and	wander	into	myths.	(2
Tim	4:1-4)

We	are	 living	 through	 these	difficult,	 troubled	 times	 in	distress	and	suffering.	 It	was	our
sacred	duty	to	recall	the	truth	about	the	Catholic	priesthood.	For	through	it,	the	whole	beauty
of	the	Church	is	being	called	into	question.	The	Church	is	not	a	human	organization.	She	is	a
mystery.	She	 is	 the	Mystical	Bride	of	Christ.	Our	priestly	celibacy	continually	 reminds	 the
world	of	precisely	this.

It	is	urgent	and	necessary	for	everyone—bishops,	priests,	and	lay	people—to	stop	letting
themselves	 be	 intimidated	 by	 the	 wrong-headed	 pleas,	 the	 theatrical	 productions,	 the
diabolical	lies,	and	the	fashionable	errors	that	try	to	devalue	down	priestly	celibacy.

It	is	urgent	and	necessary	for	everyone—bishops,	priests,	and	lay	people—to	take	a	fresh
look	with	the	eyes	of	faith	at	the	Church	and	at	priestly	celibacy,	which	protects	her	mystery.

This	fresh	look	will	be	the	best	rampart	against	the	spirit	of	division,	against	the	spirit	of
politics,	but	also	against	the	spirit	of	indifference	and	relativism.

Let	us	listen	to	Saint	Paul.	Let	us	speak	up	boldly	to	profess	the	faith	without	fear	of	being
uncharitable.	In	these	difficult	times,	everyone	should	fear	to	hear	God	say	to	him	someday
“these	 acerbic	 words	 by	 way	 of	 reprimand”:	 “Accursed	 are	 you	 who	 said	 nothing.	 Ah!
Enough	silence!	Cry	out	 in	a	 thousand	 tongues.	 I	 see	 that	by	dint	of	 silence	 the	world	has
been	 corrupted,	 the	 Bride	 of	 Christ	 is	 quite	 pale;	 she	 has	 lost	 her	 color,	 because	 they	 are
sucking	her	blood,	the	blood	of	Christ	which	is	given	by	grace.	.	.	.	Stop	sleeping	the	sleep	of
negligence.	Do	what	you	can	promptly.”2

What	is	to	be	done?	In	the	first	place,	we	must	listen	anew	to	God’s	call:	“You	shall	be	holy;
for	I	the	LORD	your	God	am	holy”	(Lev	19:2).	Priestly	ordination	leads	to	identification	with
Christ.	 Certainly,	 the	 substantial	 effectiveness	 of	 the	 ministry	 remains	 independent	 of	 the
minster’s	holiness,	but	we	cannot	 ignore,	either,	 the	extraordinary	 fruitfulness	produced	by
the	holiness	of	priests.

No	one	 is	prevented	 from	proclaiming	 the	 truth	of	 the	 faith	 in	a	 spirit	of	peace,	unity,	and
charity.	Woe	to	the	one	who	remains	silent.	“Vae	mihi	si	non	evangelizavero!”	“Woe	to	me	if
I	do	not	preach	the	gospel!”	(1	Cor	9:16).

Benedict	XVI
Robert	Cardinal	Sarah

Vatican	City,	December	3,	2019
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“This	book	shows	Cardinal	Sarah	 to	be	one	of	 the	most	 spiritually	alert	 churchmen	of	our
time.”
—	Bishop	Robert	Barron,	Creator	and	Host,	Catholicism	film	series

READ	ON	FOR	AN	EXCERPT	FROM	The	Power	of	Silence	by	Robert	Cardinal	Sarah	&
Nicolas	Diat



INTRODUCTION

Why	did	Robert	Cardinal	Sarah	decide	 to	devote	a	book	 to	silence?	We	spoke	 for	 the	 first
time	about	 this	beautiful	 subject	 in	April	2015.	We	were	 returning	 to	Rome	after	 spending
several	days	in	the	Abbey	in	Lagrasse.

At	 that	magnificent	monastery,	 located	between	Carcassonne	and	Narbonne,	 the	cardinal
paid	a	visit	to	his	friend,	Brother	Vincent.	Shattered	by	multiple	sclerosis,	the	young	religious
knew	 that	 he	 was	 reaching	 the	 end	 of	 his	 life.	 In	 the	 prime	 of	 life,	 he	 found	 himself
paralyzed,	confined	 to	his	bed	 in	 the	 infirmary,	condemned	 to	merciless	medical	protocols.
The	smallest	breath	was	an	immense	effort	for	him.	On	this	earth,	Brother	Vincent-Marie	of
the	Resurrection	was	already	living	in	the	Great	Silence	of	heaven.

Their	first	meeting	had	taken	place	on	October	25,	2014.	That	day	left	a	deep	impression
on	Cardinal	Sarah.	Right	away	he	recognized	an	ardent	soul,	a	hidden	saint,	a	great	friend	of
God.	How	could	anyone	forget	Brother	Vincent’s	spiritual	strength,	his	silence,	the	beauty	of
his	 smile,	 the	 cardinal’s	 emotion,	 the	 tears,	 the	modesty,	 the	 colliding	 sentiments?	Brother
Vincent	was	incapable	of	uttering	a	simple	sentence	because	the	sickness	deprived	him	of	the
use	of	 speech.	He	could	only	 lift	 his	gaze	 toward	 the	cardinal.	He	could	only	contemplate
him,	steadily,	tenderly,	lovingly.	Brother	Vincent’s	bloodshot	eyes	already	had	the	brightness
of	eternity.

That	 sunny	 autumn	 day,	 as	 we	 left	 the	 little	 room	 where	 the	 monks	 and	 the	 nurses
ceaselessly	took	over	from	one	another	with	extraordinary	devotion,	the	Abbot	of	Lagrasse,
Father	 Emmanuel-Marie,	 brought	 us	 into	 the	 monastery	 gardens,	 near	 the	 church.	 It	 was
necessary	 to	 get	 some	 air	 in	 order	 to	 accept	 God’s	 silent	 will,	 this	 hidden	 plan	 that	 was
inexorably	carrying	off	a	young,	good	religious	toward	unknown	shores,	while	his	body	lay
tormented.

The	cardinal	returned	several	times	to	pray	with	his	friend,	Brother	Vincent.	The	patient’s
condition	kept	worsening,	but	 the	quality	of	 the	 silence	 that	 sealed	 the	dialogue	of	 a	great
prelate	and	a	 little	monk	grew	in	an	increasingly	spiritual	way.	When	he	was	 in	Rome,	 the
cardinal	 often	 called	 the	 Brother.	 The	 one	 spoke	 gently,	 and	 the	 other	 remained	 silent.
Cardinal	Sarah	spoke	again	to	Brother	Vincent	a	few	days	before	his	death.	He	was	able	to
hear	his	breathing,	husky	and	discordant,	the	attacks	of	pain,	the	last	efforts	of	his	heart,	and
to	give	him	his	blessing.

On	 Sunday,	 April	 10,	 2016,	 when	 Cardinal	 Sarah	 had	 come	 to	 Argenteuil	 for	 the
conclusion	of	the	exhibition	of	the	Holy	Tunic	of	Christ,	Brother	Vincent	gave	up	his	soul	to
God,	surrounded	by	Father	Emmanuel-Marie	and	his	family.	How	can	the	mystery	of	Brother
Vincent	be	understood?	After	so	many	trials,	the	end	of	his	journey	was	peaceful.	The	rays
from	paradise	passed	noiselessly	through	the	windows	of	his	room.

During	the	last	months	of	his	life,	the	little	patient	prayed	a	lot	for	the	cardinal.	The	monks
who	 cared	 for	 the	 Brother	 at	 every	 moment	 are	 certain	 that	 he	 remained	 alive	 for	 a	 few
additional	months	so	as	to	protect	Robert	Sarah	better.	Brother	Vincent	knew	that	the	wolves
were	lying	in	wait,	that	his	friend	needed	him,	that	he	was	counting	on	him.



This	friendship	was	born	in	silence,	it	grew	in	silence,	and	it	continues	to	exist	in	silence.
The	 meetings	 with	 Brother	 Vincent	 were	 a	 fragment	 of	 eternity.	 We	 never	 doubted	 the

importance	of	 each	of	 the	minutes	 spent	with	him.	Silence	made	 it	 possible	 to	 raise	 every
sentiment	toward	the	most	perfect	state.	When	it	was	necessary	to	leave	the	abbey,	we	knew
that	Vincent’s	silence	would	make	us	stronger	to	confront	the	world’s	noises.

On	that	Sunday	in	spring	when	Brother	Vincent	joined	the	angels	of	heaven,	the	cardinal
wished	to	come	to	Lagrasse.	A	great	calm	reigned	over	the	whole	monastery.	The	Brother’s
silence	had	descended	upon	the	places	that	he	had	known.	Of	course	it	was	not	easy	to	walk
past	the	deserted	infirmary.

In	the	choir	of	the	church,	where	the	Brother’s	body	reposed	for	several	days,	the	prayer	of
the	monks	was	beautiful.

An	African	 cardinal	 came	 to	bury	 the	young	 religious	with	whom	he	was	never	 able	 to
have	a	discussion.	The	son	of	 the	Guinean	bush	spoke	 in	silence	with	a	 little	French	saint;
this	friendship	is	unique	and	indestructible.

The	Power	 of	 Silence	 could	 never	 have	 existed	without	Brother	Vincent.	He	 showed	us
that	 the	silence	 into	which	 illness	had	plunged	him	allowed	him	 to	enter	ever	more	deeply
into	 the	 truth	 of	 things.	 God’s	 reasons	 are	 often	 mysterious.	 Why	 did	 he	 decide	 to	 try	 so
severely	 a	 joyful	 young	man	who	was	 asking	 for	 nothing?	Why	 such	 a	 cruel,	 violent,	 and
painful	 sickness?	 Why	 this	 sublime	 meeting	 between	 a	 cardinal	 who	 had	 arrived	 at	 the
summit	 of	 the	 Church	 and	 a	 sick	 person	 confined	 to	 his	 room?	 Silence	 was	 the	 salt	 that
seasoned	this	story.	Silence	had	the	last	word.	Silence	was	the	elevator	to	heaven.

Who	was	looking	for	Brother	Vincent?	Who	came	to	take	him	without	a	word?	God.
For	Brother	Vincent-Marie	of	 the	Resurrection,	 the	program	was	simple.	 It	 fit	 into	 three

words:	God	or	nothing.

Another	 stage	 marks	 this	 spiritual	 friendship.	 Without	 Brother	 Vincent,	 without	 Father
Emmanuel-Marie,	we	would	never	have	gone	to	the	Grande	Chartreuse.

When	 the	 idea	germinated	of	 asking	 the	Father	General	of	 the	Carthusian	Order	 to	 take
part	in	this	book,	we	scarcely	thought	that	such	a	project	was	possible.	The	cardinal	did	not
want	to	disturb	the	silence	of	the	principal	monastery	of	the	Order,	and	it	is	extremely	rare	for
the	Father	General	to	speak.

Nevertheless,	on	Wednesday,	February	3,	2016,	in	the	early	afternoon,	our	train	stopped	at
the	station	in	Chambéry	.	.	.

The	gray	sky	was	suspended	over	 the	mountains	 that	surround	 the	 town.	The	sadness	of
winter	 seemed	 to	 set	 the	 landscape	and	 the	people	 in	 a	 sticky	glue.	As	we	approached	 the
Chartreuse	mountain	range,	a	snowstorm	started	and	covered	the	valley	with	a	perfect	white.
After	 coming	 through	 St.	 Laurent	 du	 Pont	 on	 the	 famous	 way	 of	 Saint	 Bruno,	 the	 road
became	almost	impassable.

Driving	 along	 by	 the	 high	 walls	 of	 the	 monastery,	 we	 came	 across	 the	 novice	 master,
Father	Seraphico,	and	several	young	monks	who	were	returning	from	their	walk.	They	turned
around	as	the	cardinal’s	automobile	passed,	greeting	him	discreetly.	Then	the	car	stopped	in
front	 of	 a	 long,	 solemn,	 austere	 building:	we	 had	 arrived	 at	 the	Grande	Chartreuse.	 Thick
clumps	 of	 snowflakes	 fell,	 the	 wind	 rushed	 into	 the	 fir	 trees,	 but	 the	 silence	 already



enveloped	our	hearts.	We	slowly	crossed	the	main	courtyard,	then	were	directed	to	the	large
priors’	house,	built	by	Dom	Innocent	le	Masson	in	the	seventeenth	century,	which	opens	onto
the	imposing	officers’	cloister.

The	 seventy-fourth	 Father	 General	 of	 the	 Carthusian	 Order,	 Dom	 Dysmas	 de	 Lassus,
welcomed	the	cardinal	with	an	especially	touching	simplicity.

At	 the	heart	of	 this	mystical	geography,	Saint	Bruno’s	dream	of	solitude	and	silence	has
taken	shape	since	the	year	1084.	In	the	historical	anthology	La	Grande	Chartreuse,	au-delà
du	silence,	Nathalie	Nabert	speaks	about	an	incomparable	blend:	“Carthusian	spirituality	was
born	of	the	encounter	of	a	soul	and	a	place,	from	the	coincidence	between	a	desire	for	a	quiet
life	in	God	and	a	landscape,	Cartusie	solitudinem,	as	the	ancient	documents	describe	it,	 the
isolation	 and	 wild	 beauty	 of	 which	 attracts	 souls	 to	 even	 greater	 solitude,	 far	 from	 the
‘fugitive	shadows	of	 the	world’,	allowing	men	to	pass	‘from	the	storm	of	 this	world	 to	 the
tranquil,	 sure	 repose	 of	 the	 port’.	 That	 is	 how	 Bruno	 of	 Cologne	 would	 refer	 to	 it	 in	 the
evening	of	his	life	in	the	letter	that	he	writes	to	his	friend	Raoul	le	Verd	to	attract	him	to	the
desert.”

Quickly,	after	a	conversation	that	lasted	no	more	than	five	minutes,	we	arrived	at	our	cells.
From	 the	 window	 of	 the	 room	 where	 I	 was	 settled,	 I	 could	 contemplate	 the	 monastery,
clothed	in	its	white	mantle,	nestled	against	the	overwhelming	slope	of	the	Grand	Som,	more
beautiful	 than	 any	 of	 the	 images	 that	 have	 built	 up	 the	 immutable	 myth	 of	 the	 Grande
Chartreuse.	 The	 long,	 solemn	 series	 of	 separate	 buildings	 lined	 up	 in	 a	 row,	 then,	 down
below,	the	buildings	housing	the	“obediences”	or	workshops	of	the	lay	Brothers.

Very	rarely	can	an	outsider	pass	through	the	doors	of	the	citadel.	In	this	inspired	place,	the
long	tradition	of	the	eremitic	Orders,	the	tragedies	of	history,	and	the	beauty	of	creation	cross
paths.	 But	 that	 is	 nothing	 compared	 with	 the	 depth	 of	 the	 spiritual	 realities;	 the	 Grande
Chartreuse	is	a	world	where	souls	have	abandoned	themselves	in	God	and	for	God.

At	half	past	 five,	Vespers	 (Evening	Prayer)	gathered	 the	Carthusians	 in	 the	narrow,	dark
conventual	 church.	 In	 order	 to	 get	 there,	 it	 was	 necessary	 to	 walk	 through	 endless	 cold,
austere	 corridors,	 where	 I	 kept	 thinking	 about	 the	 generations	 of	 Carthusians	 who	 had
hastened	their	steps	in	order	to	participate	in	the	Divine	Office.	The	Grande	Chartreuse	is	the
house	of	the	centuries,	the	voiceless	house,	the	holy	house.

I	 thought	 again	 also	 about	 the	 hateful,	 disturbing	 eviction	 of	 the	 religious	 on	 April	 29,
1903,	 following	 the	 passage	 of	 Émile	 Combes’	 law	 on	 the	 expulsion	 of	 the	 religious
congregations,	which	was	 reminiscent	 of	 the	 dark	 hours	 of	 the	French	Revolution	 and	 the
forced	departure	of	the	Carthusians	in	1792.	It	is	necessary	to	reflect	on	that	profanation	and
the	arrival	 in	 the	ancient	monastery	of	an	 infantry	battalion	after	 it	had	smashed	 the	heavy
entrance	gates,	 then	of	 two	squadrons	of	dragoons	and	hundreds	of	demolitions	specialists.
The	 magistrates	 and	 the	 soldiers	 made	 their	 way	 into	 the	 church,	 and	 the	 Fathers	 were
brought	out	of	their	choir	stalls	one	by	one	and	led	outdoors.	The	enemies	of	God’s	silence
triumphed	in	shame.	On	the	one	side	were	the	fierce	supporters	of	a	world	liberated	from	its
Creator,	 and	 on	 the	 other—the	 faithful,	 poor	 Carthusians,	 whose	 only	 wealth	 was	 the
beautiful	silence	of	heaven.

On	that	February	evening	in	2016,	from	the	first	gallery,	I	saw	the	white,	hooded	shadows
who	were	taking	possession	of	the	stalls.	The	Fathers	quickly	opened	the	large	antiphonaries



that	allowed	them	to	follow	the	musical	scores	of	the	Vesper	texts.	The	light	diminished	little
by	 little,	 the	chanting	of	 the	psalms	followed;	 the	cardinal,	who	had	 taken	his	place	beside
Dom	Dysmas,	cautiously	turned	the	pages	of	the	ancient	books	to	follow	the	prayer.	Behind
him,	 the	 rood	 screen	 that	 separated	 the	 stalls	 of	 the	Fathers	 in	 choir	 from	 those	of	 the	 lay
Brothers	sketched	in	the	half-light	a	large	cross	that	seemed	to	lend	still	greater	dignity	to	this
striking	darkness.

Carthusian	 plain	 chant	 imparts	 a	 slowness,	 a	 depth,	 and	 a	 piety	 that	 is	 sweet	 and	 at	 the
same	time	rough.	At	the	end	of	Vespers,	the	monks	intoned	the	solemn	Salve	Regina.	Since
the	twelfth	century,	every	day,	the	Carthusians	have	intoned	this	antiphon	to	the	Virgin	Mary.
Today	there	are	hardly	any	monasteries	where	these	notes	still	resound.

Outside,	night	had	fallen,	and	 the	faint	 lights	of	 the	monastery	finally	stopped	time.	The
only	 thing	 that	broke	 the	 silence	was	 the	 rumbling	of	 the	packs	of	 snow	 that	 fell	 from	 the
roofs.	A	fog	seemed	to	climb	from	the	depths	of	the	narrow	valley,	and	the	black	mountain
slopes	provided	grandiose,	gloomy	scenery.

The	monks	went	 back	 to	 the	 cells.	After	walking	 through	 the	 immense	 corridors	 of	 the
cemetery	cloister,	each	one	returned	to	the	cubiculum	where	he	passed	such	a	significant	part
of	his	earthly	existence.	The	silence	of	the	Grande	Chartreuse	reasserted	its	inalienable	rights.
While	walking	through	the	gallery	of	maps,	where	depictions	of	the	Charterhouses	from	all
over	Europe	decorated	 the	walls,	 it	was	easy	 to	see	how	far	Saint	Bruno’s	Order	had	been
able	to	spread	so	as	to	satisfy	the	thirst	of	so	many	religious	who	wanted	to	find	heaven,	far
from	the	noises	of	the	world.

While	the	earth	is	sleeping,	or	trying	to	forget,	the	nocturnal	Divine	Office	is	the	burning
heart	of	Carthusian	life.	On	the	first	page	of	the	antiphonary	that	Dom	Dysmas	had	prepared
before	I	arrived,	I	could	read	this	notice:	“Antiphonarium	nocturnum,	ad	usum	sacri	ordinis
cartusiensis.”	It	was	quarter	past	midnight,	and	the	monks	were	extinguishing	the	few	vigil
lights	that	were	still	lit	in	the	church.	Perfect	darkness	covered	the	whole	sanctuary	when	the
Carthusians	intoned	the	first	prayers.	The	night	made	it	possible	to	observe	more	clearly	than
ever	the	glowing	point	of	light	marking	the	presence	of	the	Blessed	Sacrament.	The	sound	of
the	wood	in	the	old	walnut	stalls	seemed	to	blend	with	the	voices	of	the	monks.	The	psalms
followed	 one	 after	 the	 other	 to	 the	 slow	 rhythm	 of	 a	 Gregorian	 chant	 tone;	 those	 who
regularly	attend	the	Divine	Office	at	Benedictine	abbeys	might	regret	the	lack	of	purity	in	the
style.	But	Night	Prayer	does	not	lend	itself	well	to	merely	esthetic	considerations.	The	liturgy
unfolds	in	a	half-light	that	seeks	God.	There	are	the	voices	of	the	Carthusians,	and	a	perfect
silence.

Toward	half	past	 two	in	 the	morning,	 the	bells	rang	for	 the	Angelus.	The	monks	left	 the
church	 one	 by	 one.	 Is	 the	 nocturnal	 Divine	 Office	 madness	 or	 a	 miracle?	 In	 all	 the
Charterhouses	in	the	world,	night	prepares	for	day,	and	day	prepares	for	night.	We	must	never
forget	the	sweet,	powerful	statement	of	Saint	Bruno	in	his	letter	to	Raoul	le	Verd:	“Here	God
gives	his	athletes,	in	return	for	the	labor	of	the	combat,	the	desired	reward:	a	peace	that	the
world	does	not	know	and	joy	in	the	Holy	Spirit.”

The	Prefect	 of	 the	Congregation	 for	Divine	Worship	 and	 the	Discipline	 of	 the	Sacraments
was	profoundly	touched	by	the	two	nocturnal	services	that	marked	his	stay.	He	shares	with



Isaac	the	Syrian	this	beautiful	thought	from	the	Ascetical	Homilies:

Prayer	offered	up	at	night	possesses	a	great	power,	more	than	the	prayer	of	the	day-time.	Therefore	all	the	righteous
prayed	 during	 the	 night,	 while	 combatting	 the	 heaviness	 of	 the	 body	 and	 the	 sweetness	 of	 sleep	 and	 repelling
corporeal	nature.	.	.	.	There	is	nothing	that	even	Satan	fears	so	much	as	prayer	that	is	offered	during	the	vigilance	at
night.	.	 .	 .	For	this	reason	the	devil	smites	them	with	violent	warfare,	in	order	to	hinder	them,	if	possible,	from	this
work	[as	was	the	case	with	Anthony	the	Great,	Blessed	Paul,	Arsenius,	and	other	Desert	Fathers].	.	.	.	But	those	who
have	resisted	his	wicked	stratagems	even	a	little,	who	have	tasted	the	gifts	of	God	that	are	granted	during	vigil,	and
who	have	experienced	in	themselves	the	magnitude	of	God’s	help	that	is	always	nigh	to	them,	utterly	disdain	him	and
all	his	devices.	.	.	.	Which	of	the	solitaries,	though	possessing	all	the	virtues	together,	could	neglect	this	work,	and	not
be	reckoned	to	be	idle	without	it?	For	night	vigil	is	the	light	of	the	thinking,	and	by	it	the	understanding	is	exalted,	the
thought	is	collected,	and	the	mind	takes	flight	and	gazes	at	spiritual	things	and	by	prayer	it	is	rejuvenated	and	shines
brilliantly.

For	 the	Cardinal,	night	warms	a	man’s	heart.	The	one	who	keeps	vigil	at	night	goes	out	of
himself,	 the	better	 to	find	God.	The	silence	of	night	 is	 the	most	capable	of	crushing	all	 the
dictatorships	of	noise.	When	darkness	descends	upon	the	earth,	the	asceticism	of	silence	can
acquire	more	luminous	dimensions.	The	words	of	the	Psalmist	are	final:	“In	the	night	.	.	 .	I
think	of	God,	and	I	moan;	I	meditate,	and	my	spirit	faints.	You	keep	my	eyelids	from	closing;
I	am	so	troubled	that	I	cannot	speak.	I	consider	the	days	of	old,	I	remember	the	years	long
ago.	I	commune	with	my	heart	in	the	night;	I	meditate	and	search	my	spirit”	(Ps	77:2-6).

Before	we	departed,	the	cardinal	wanted	to	have	a	moment	of	recollection	in	the	cemetery.
We	walked	 through	 the	monastery,	 those	 long,	magnificent	galleries,	 like	 labyrinths	carved
out	by	prayer.	The	large	cloister	measures	709	feet	from	north	to	south,	75	feet	from	east	to
west,	 or	 a	 quadrilateral	 with	 a	 perimeter	 of	 1,568	 feet.	 The	 foundations	 of	 this	 Gothic
complex	 go	 back	 to	 the	 twelfth	 century;	 since	 then,	 permanent	 silence	 has	 reigned.	 In	 the
Carthusian	deserts,	the	cemetery	is	located	at	the	center	of	the	cloister.

The	graves	bore	no	names,	dates,	or	mementos.	On	the	one	side,	there	were	stone	crosses,
for	the	generals	of	the	Order,	and	on	the	other—wooden	crosses	for	the	Fathers	and	the	lay
Brothers.	The	Carthusians	are	buried	in	the	ground	without	a	coffin,	without	a	tombstone;	no
distinctive	mark	recalls	their	individual	lives.	I	asked	Dom	Dysmas	de	Lassus	the	location	of
the	 crosses	 of	 the	 monks	 who	 had	 been	 his	 contemporaries	 and	 whose	 deaths	 he	 had
witnessed.	Dom	Dysmas	no	 longer	knew.	“The	gusts	of	wind	and	 the	mosses	have	already
done	their	work”,	he	declared.	He	could	find	only	the	grave	of	Dom	André	Poisson,	one	of
his	predecessors,	who	died	in	April	2005.	The	former	general	died	at	night,	alone,	in	his	cell;
he	departed	to	join	all	the	sons	of	Saint	Bruno,	and	the	vast	troop	of	hermits,	in	heaven.

Since	1084,	Carthusians	have	not	wanted	to	leave	any	trace.	God	alone	matters.	Stat	Crux
dum	volvitur	orbis—the	world	turns	and	the	Cross	remains.

Before	 leaving,	 in	 the	sunshine	beneath	an	immaculate	blue	sky,	 the	cardinal	blessed	the
tombs.

A	few	moments	later,	we	left	the	Grande	Chartreuse.	The	Benedictine	monk	who	had	come
to	pick	us	up	declared:	“You	are	leaving	paradise.	.	.”

In	the	Dialogues	of	the	Carmelites,	Georges	Bernanos	wrote:	“When	wise	men	reach	the
end	of	their	wisdom,	it	is	advisable	to	listen	to	the	children.”	The	Carthusians	are	wise	men
and	children	together.



During	this	year	of	work,	a	phrase	from	the	Diary	of	a	Country	Priest	by	Bernanos	was	the
reliable	compass	of	our	reflection:

My	inner	quiet—blessed	by	God—has	never	really	isolated	me.	I	feel	all	human-kind	can	enter	and	I	receive	them
thus	only	at	the	threshold	of	my	home.	.	.	.	Alas,	mine	is	but	a	very	precarious	shelter.	But	I	imagine	the	quiet	of	some
souls	is	like	a	vast	refuge.	Sinners	at	the	end	of	their	tether	can	creep	in	and	rest,	and	leave	comforted,	forgetting	the
great	invisible	temple	where	they	lay	down	their	burden	for	a	while.

Similarly,	in	Le	Silence	comme	introduction	à	la	métaphysique	[Silence	as	an	introduction	to
metaphysics],	the	philosopher	Joseph	Rassam	asserted	that	“silence	is	within	us	the	wordless
language	of	the	finite	being	that,	by	its	own	weight,	seeks	and	carries	our	movement	toward
the	infinite	Being.	This	is	to	say	that	thought	does	not	arrive	at	the	affirmation	of	God	on	its
own	 power,	 but	 through	 its	 docility	 to	 the	 prevenient	 light	 of	 being	 that	 is	 received	 and
welcomed	as	a	gift.	The	act	of	 silence	 that	defines	 this	 reception	bears	within	 it	prayer,	 in
other	words,	the	movement	by	which	the	soul	raises	itself	to	God.”	For	Joseph	Rassam,	as	for
Robert	 Cardinal	 Sarah,	 “although	 speech	 characterizes	 man,	 silence	 is	 what	 defines	 him,
because	 speech	 acquires	 sense	 only	 in	 terms	 of	 this	 silence.”	 This	 is	 the	 beautiful	 and
important	message	of	The	Power	of	Silence.

On	April	16,	2013,	a	few	weeks	after	his	election,	Pope	Francis	recalled:	“The	prophets,
‘you	 killed	 them’,	 and	 then	 venerated	 them.	 [They	 build	 monuments	 for	 them,	 but	 after
killing	them.]	That	is	a	manifestation	of	resistance	to	the	Holy	Spirit.”	In	this	world,	the	man
who	speaks	about	silence	can	experience	the	same	ups	and	downs.	Admiration,	rejection,	and
condemnation	follow	one	another	and	disappear.

The	 words	 of	 the	 silent	 are	 often	 true	 prophecies	 but	 also	 lights	 that	 people	 seek	 to
extinguish.

In	this	book,	Robert	Cardinal	Sarah	had	only	one	aim,	which	is	summed	up	in	this	thought:
“Silence	is	difficult,	but	it	makes	man	able	to	allow	himself	to	be	led	by	God.	Silence	is	born
of	 silence.	 Through	 God	 the	 silent	 one,	 we	 can	 gain	 access	 to	 silence.	 And	 man	 is
unceasingly	surprised	by	the	light	that	bursts	forth	then.	Silence	is	more	important	than	any
other	human	work.	For	it	expresses	God.	The	true	revolution	comes	from	silence;	it	leads	us
toward	 God	 and	 others	 so	 as	 to	 place	 ourselves	 humbly	 and	 generously	 at	 their	 service”
(Thought	68,	The	Power	of	Silence).

What	virtue	does	Cardinal	Sarah	expect	from	the	reading	of	this	book?	Humility.	From	this
perspective,	he	can	adopt	as	his	own	the	step	taken	by	Rafael	Cardinal	Merry	del	Val.	Having
retired	from	the	public	business	of	the	Church,	the	former	Secretary	of	State	of	Saint	Pius	X
had	composed	a	beautiful	“Litany	of	Humility”,	which	he	recited	every	day	after	celebrating
Mass:

					O	Jesus,	meek	and	humble	of	heart,
					Make	my	heart	like	yours.
					From	self-will,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	of	being	esteemed,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	of	being	loved,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	of	being	extolled,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.



					From	the	desire	of	being	honored,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	of	being	praised,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	of	being	preferred	to	others,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	of	being	consulted,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	of	being	approved,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	to	be	understood,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	desire	to	be	visited,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	humiliated,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	despised,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	suffering	rebukes,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	calumniated,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	forgotten,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	ridiculed,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	suspected,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	wronged,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	abandoned,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					From	the	fear	of	being	refused,	deliver	me,	O	Lord.
					That	others	may	be	loved	more	than	I,
					Lord,	grant	me	the	grace	to	desire	it.
					That	others	may	be	esteemed	more	than	I,
					Lord,	grant	me	the	grace	to	desire	it.
					That,	in	the	opinion	of	the	world,	others	may	increase	and	I	may	decrease,
					Lord,	grant	me	the	grace	to	desire	it.
					That	others	may	be	chosen	and	I	set	aside,
					Lord,	grant	me	the	grace	to	desire	it.
					That	others	may	be	praised	and	I	go	unnoticed,
					Lord,	grant	me	the	grace	to	desire	it.
					That	others	may	be	preferred	to	me	in	everything,
					Lord,	grant	me	the	grace	to	desire	it.
					That	others	may	become	holier	than	I,
					provided	that	I	may	become	as	holy	as	I	should,
					Lord,	grant	me	the	grace	to	desire	it.
					At	being	unknown	and	poor,
					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					At	being	deprived	of	the	natural	perfections	of	body	and	mind,
					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					When	people	do	not	think	of	me,
					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					When	they	assign	to	me	the	meanest	tasks,
					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					When	they	do	not	even	deign	to	make	use	of	me,
					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					When	they	never	ask	my	opinion,



					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					When	they	leave	me	at	the	lowest	place,
					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					When	they	never	compliment	me,
					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					When	they	blame	me	in	season	and	out	of	season,
					Lord,	I	want	to	rejoice.
					Blessed	are	those	who	suffer	persecution	for	justice’	sake,
					For	theirs	is	the	kingdom	of	heaven.

Nicolas	Diat
Rome,	September	2,	2016



I
SILENCE	VERSUS	THE	WORLD’S	NOISE

The	greatest	things	are	accomplished	in	silence—not	in	the	clamor	and	display	of	superficial	eventfulness,	but	in	the
deep	clarity	of	inner	vision;	in	the	almost	imperceptible	start	of	decision,	in	quiet	overcoming	and	hidden	sacrifice.
Spiritual	conception	happens	when	the	heart	is	quickened	by	love,	and	the	free	will	stirs	to	action.	The	silent	forces
are	the	strong	forces.	Let	us	turn	now	to	the	stillest	event	of	all,	stillest	because	it	came	from	the	remoteness	beyond
the	noise	of	any	possible	intrusion—from	God.

—Romano	Guardini,	The	Lord

NICOLAS	DIAT:	 In	 the	 anthology	Voix	 cartusienne,	 the	Carthusian	Dom	Augustin	Guillerand
correctly	 writes	 that	 “solitude	 and	 silence	 are	 guests	 of	 the	 soul.	 The	 soul	 that	 possesses
them	carries	them	with	it	everywhere.	The	one	that	lacks	them	finds	them	nowhere.	In	order
to	re-enter	silence,	it	is	not	enough	to	stop	the	movement	of	one’s	lips	and	the	movement	of
one’s	 thoughts.	That	 is	only	being	quiet.	Being	quiet	 is	a	condition	for	silence,	but	 it	 is	not
silence.	Silence	is	a	word,	silence	is	a	thought.	It	is	a	word	and	a	thought	in	which	all	words
and	all	thoughts	are	concentrated.”	How	are	we	to	understand	this	beautiful	idea?

ROBERT	CARDINAL	SARAH:

1.	There	is	one	great	question:	how	can	man	really	be	in	the	image	of	God?	He	must	enter
into	silence.

When	he	drapes	himself	in	silence,	as	God	himself	dwells	in	a	great	silence,	man	is	close
to	heaven,	or,	rather,	he	allows	God	to	manifest	himself	in	him.

We	encounter	God	only	in	the	eternal	silence	in	which	he	abides.	Have	you	ever	heard	the
voice	of	God	as	you	hear	mine?

God’s	voice	 is	 silent.	 Indeed,	man,	 too,	must	 seek	 to	become	 silence.	 In	 speaking	about
Adam	 in	 paradise,	 Saint	 Augustine	 wrote:	 “Vivebat	 fruens	 Deo,	 ex	 quo	 bono	 erat	 bonus”
(“He	lived	in	the	joy	of	God,	and,	by	virtue	of	this	good,	he	himself	was	good.”)	By	living
with	the	silent	God,	and	in	him,	we	ourselves	become	silent.	In	his	book	I	Want	to	See	God,
Father	Marie-Eugène	de	l’Enfant	Jésus	writes:

God	speaks	in	silence,	and	silence	alone	seems	able	to	express	Him.	For	the	spiritual	person	who	has	known	the	touch
of	God,	silence	and	God	seem	to	be	identified.	And	so,	to	find	God	again,	where	would	he	go,	if	not	to	the	most	silent
depths	of	his	soul,	into	those	regions	that	are	so	hidden	that	nothing	can	any	longer	disturb	them?

			When	he	has	reached	there,	he	preserves	with	jealous	care	the	silence	that	gives	him	God.	He	defends	it	against	any
agitation,	even	that	of	his	own	powers.

2.	At	the	heart	of	man	there	is	an	innate	silence,	for	God	abides	in	the	innermost	part	of	every
person.	 God	 is	 silence,	 and	 this	 divine	 silence	 dwells	 in	 man.	 In	 God	 we	 are	 inseparably
bound	up	with	silence.	The	Church	can	affirm	that	mankind	is	the	daughter	of	a	silent	God;
for	men	are	the	sons	of	silence.



3.	God	carries	us,	and	we	live	with	him	at	every	moment	by	keeping	silence.	Nothing	will
make	us	discover	God	better	than	his	silence	inscribed	in	the	center	of	our	being.	If	we	do	not
cultivate	 this	 silence,	 how	 can	 we	 find	 God?	 Man	 likes	 to	 travel,	 create,	 make	 great
discoveries.	But	he	 remains	outside	of	himself,	 far	 from	God,	who	 is	silently	 in	his	soul.	 I
want	 to	 recall	 how	 important	 it	 is	 to	 cultivate	 silence	 in	 order	 to	 be	 truly	with	God.	Saint
Paul,	 drawing	 on	 the	 Book	 of	 Deuteronomy,	 explains	 that	 we	 will	 not	 encounter	 God	 by
crossing	the	seas,	because	he	is	in	our	heart:

Do	not	say	in	your	heart,	“Who	will	ascend	into	heaven?”	(that	is,	to	bring	Christ	down)	or	“Who	will	descend	into
the	abyss?”	(that	is,	to	bring	Christ	up	from	the	dead).	But	what	does	[the	law]	say?	The	word	is	near	you,	on	your
lips	and	in	your	heart	(that	is,	the	word	of	faith	which	we	preach);	because,	if	you	confess	with	your	lips	that	Jesus	is
Lord	and	believe	in	your	heart	that	God	raised	him	from	the	dead,	you	will	be	saved.	(Rom	10:6-9;	Deut	30:12-14,
16)

4.	 Through	 Sacred	 Scripture,	 when	 it	 is	 listened	 to	 and	 meditated	 upon	 in	 silence,	 divine
graces	 are	 poured	 out	 on	 man.	 It	 is	 in	 faith,	 and	 not	 by	 traveling	 in	 distant	 lands	 or	 by
crossing	seas	and	continents,	 that	we	can	find	and	contemplate	God.	Actually,	 it	 is	 through
long	hours	of	poring	over	Sacred	Scripture,	after	resisting	all	the	attacks	of	the	Prince	of	this
world,	that	we	will	reach	God.

Dom	Augustin	Guillerand	is	on	the	right	track:	what	men	possess	in	themselves,	they	find
nowhere	else.	Unless	silence	dwells	in	man,	and	unless	solitude	is	a	state	in	which	he	allows
himself	to	be	shaped,	the	creature	is	deprived	of	God.	There	is	no	place	on	earth	where	God
is	 more	 present	 than	 in	 the	 human	 heart.	 This	 heart	 truly	 is	 God’s	 abode,	 the	 temple	 of
silence.

5.	No	prophet	ever	encountered	God	without	withdrawing	into	solitude	and	silence.	Moses,
Elijah,	and	John	 the	Baptist	encountered	God	in	 the	great	silence	of	 the	desert.	Today,	 too,
monks	seek	God	in	solitude	and	silence.	I	am	speaking,	not	just	about	a	geographical	solitude
or	movement,	but	about	an	interior	state.	It	is	not	enough	to	be	quiet,	either.	It	is	necessary	to
become	silence.

For,	even	before	the	desert,	the	solitude,	and	the	silence,	God	is	already	in	man.	The	true
desert	is	within	us,	in	our	soul.

Strengthened	with	this	knowledge,	we	can	understand	how	silence	is	indispensable	if	we
are	to	find	God.	The	Father	waits	for	his	children	in	their	own	hearts.

6.	It	is	necessary	to	leave	our	interior	turmoil	in	order	to	find	God.	Despite	the	agitations,	the
busyness,	the	easy	pleasures,	God	remains	silently	present.	He	is	in	us	like	a	thought,	a	word,
and	 a	 presence	 whose	 secret	 sources	 are	 buried	 in	 God	 himself,	 inaccessible	 to	 human
inspection.

Solitude	is	the	best	state	in	which	to	hear	God’s	silence.	For	someone	who	wants	to	find
silence,	 solitude	 is	 the	mountain	 that	 he	must	 climb.	 If	 a	 person	 isolates	 himself	 by	going
away	to	a	monastery,	he	comes	first	to	seek	silence.	And	yet,	the	goal	of	his	search	is	within
him.	God’s	silent	presence	already	dwells	in	his	heart.	The	silence	that	we	pursue	confusedly
is	found	in	our	own	hearts	and	reveals	God	to	us.

Alas,	 the	 worldly	 powers	 that	 seek	 to	 shape	 modern	 man	 systematically	 do	 away	 with



silence.
I	am	not	afraid	to	assert	 that	the	false	priests	of	modernity,	who	declare	a	sort	of	war	on

silence,	have	lost	the	battle.	For	we	can	remain	silent	in	the	midst	of	the	biggest	messes	and
most	 despicable	 commotion,	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 the	 racket	 and	 howling	 of	 those	 infernal
machines	 that	 draw	 us	 into	 functionalism	 and	 activism	 by	 snatching	 us	 away	 from	 any
transcendent	dimension	and	from	any	interior	life.

For	 many	 mystics,	 the	 fruitfulness	 of	 silence	 and	 solitude	 is	 similar	 to	 that	 of	 the	 word
pronounced	at	the	creation	of	the	world.	How	do	you	explain	this	great	mystery?

7.	The	word	is	not	just	a	sound;	it	 is	a	person	and	a	presence.	God	is	the	eternal	Word,	the
Logos.	This	is	what	Saint	John	of	the	Cross	declares	in	his	Spiritual	Maxims	when	he	writes:
“The	Father	spoke	one	Word,	which	was	His	Son,	and	this	Word	He	always	speaks	in	eternal
silence,	and	in	silence	must	It	be	heard	by	the	soul.”	The	Book	of	Wisdom	already	pointed
out	 this	 same	 interpretation	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 God	 intervened	 to	 deliver	 his
chosen	 people	 from	 their	 captivity	 in	 Egypt.	 This	 unforgettable	 act	 took	 place	 during	 the
night:	“While	gentle	silence	enveloped	all	things,	and	night	in	its	swift	course	was	now	half
gone,	 your	 all-powerful	word	 leaped	 from	heaven,	 from	 the	 royal	 throne”	 (Wis	18:14-15).
Later	 on,	 this	 verse	 would	 be	 understood	 by	 the	 Christian	 liturgical	 tradition	 as	 a
prefiguration	 of	 the	 silent	 Incarnation	 of	 the	 Word	 in	 the	 crib	 in	 Bethlehem.	 The
[contemporary	French]	hymn	for	the	feast	of	the	Presentation	of	the	Lord	in	the	Temple	also
sings	about	this	Coming:	“Who	among	us	can	understand	what	begins	here	noiselessly,	 the
offering	 of	 the	 grain	 as	 the	 first-fruits?”	 Saint	 John	 Chrysostom,	 in	 his	 Homilies	 on	 the
Gospel	of	Saint	Matthew,	does	not	hesitate	 to	add:	“Therefore	[the	fact]	 that	He	was	of	us,
and	 of	 our	 substance,	 and	 of	 the	 Virgin’s	 womb,	 is	 manifest	 from	 these	 things,	 and	 from
others	beside;	but	how,	is	not	also	manifest.	Do	not	either	thou	then	inquire;	but	receive	what
is	revealed,	and	be	not	curious	about	what	is	kept	secret.”	Let	us	accept	it	in	silence	and	faith.

8.	 God	 achieves	 everything,	 acts	 in	 all	 circumstances,	 and	 brings	 about	 all	 our	 interior
transformations.	But	he	does	it	when	we	wait	for	him	in	recollection	and	silence.

In	silence,	not	in	the	turmoil	and	noise,	God	enters	into	the	innermost	depths	of	our	being.
Father	Marie-Eugène	de	l’Enfant-Jésus	was	right	when	he	wrote	in	I	Want	to	See	God:	“This
divine	 law	 surprises	 us.	 It	 goes	 so	much	 against	 our	 experience	 of	 the	 natural	 laws	 of	 the
world.	 Here	 below,	 any	 profound	 transformation,	 any	 great	 external	 change	 produces	 a
certain	 agitation	 and	 noise.	 The	 great	 river,	 for	 example,	 reaches	 the	 ocean	 only	 by	 the
sounding	onward	rush	of	its	water.”	If	we	observe	the	great	works,	the	most	powerful	acts,
the	most	extraordinary	and	striking	interior	transformations	that	God	carries	out	in	man,	we
are	forced	to	admit	that	he	works	in	silence.	Baptism	brings	about	a	marvelous	creation	in	the
soul	of	the	infant	or	the	adult	who	receives	this	sacrament	in	the	name	of	the	Father,	of	the
Son,	 and	 of	 the	 Holy	 Spirit.	 The	 newly	 baptized	 person	 is	 immersed	 in	 the	 name	 of	 the
Trinity;	 he	 is	 inserted	 into	 the	 Triune	 God.	 A	 new	 life	 is	 given	 to	 him,	 enabling	 him	 to
perform	the	godly	acts	of	the	children	of	God.	We	heard	the	words	of	the	priest:	“I	baptize
you.	 .	 .”;	we	saw	the	water	flow	on	the	infant’s	forehead.	Yet	we	perceived	nothing	of	 this



immersion	into	the	inner	 life	of	 the	Trinity,	grace,	and	creation	which	requires	nothing	less
than	the	personal,	almighty	action	of	God.	God	has	uttered	his	Word	in	the	soul	in	silence.	In
that	same	silent	darkness,	the	subsequent	developments	of	grace	generally	come.

9.	In	June	2012,	in	a	luminous	 lectio	divina	at	 the	Basilica	of	Saint	John	Lateran,	Benedict
XVI	explained	the	reality	and	the	deep	meaning	of	baptism:

We	have	already	heard	that	the	Lord’s	last	words	to	his	disciples	on	this	earth	were:	“Go	therefore	and	make	disciples
of	all	nations,	baptizing	them	in	the	name	of	the	Father	and	of	the	Son	and	of	the	Holy	Spirit”	(cf.	Mt	28:19).	Make
disciples	and	baptize	them.	.	.	.	Why	is	it	necessary	to	be	baptized?.	.	.	A	first	door	opens	if	we	read	these	words	of	the
Lord	carefully.	The	choice	of	the	word	“in	the	name	of	the	Father”	in	the	Greek	text	is	very	important:	the	Lord	says
“eis”	and	not	“en”,	that	is,	not	“in	the	name”	of	the	Trinity—as	when	we	say	that	a	vice-prefect	speaks	“on	behalf”	of
the	prefect,	an	ambassador	speaks	“on	behalf”	of	the	government:	no.	It	says:	“eis	to	onoma”,	that	is,	an	immersion
into	the	name	of	the	Trinity,	a	being	inserted	in	the	name	of	the	Trinity	[that	is,	a	silent,	 invisible	but	real	and	life-
giving]	interpenetration	of	being	in	God	and	of	our	being,	a	being	immersed	in	God	the	Trinity,	Father,	Son	and	Holy
Spirit;	just	as	it	is	in	marriage,	for	example.	Two	people	become	one	flesh,	they	become	a	new	and	unique	reality	with
a	new	and	unique	name.	.	.	.	Consequently,	being	baptized	means	being	united	to	God;	in	a	unique,	new	existence	we
belong	to	God,	we	are	immersed	in	God	himself.

It	 is	 the	same	with	priestly	ordination.	 In	silence,	 through	 the	sacrament	of	Holy	Orders,	a
man	becomes	not	only	an	alter	Christus,	another	Christ,	but	much	more:	he	is	ipse	Christus,
Christ	himself.	At	that	moment	nothing	appears	externally,	but	in	the	silence,	in	the	depths	of
his	being,	there	is	a	true	and	real	identification	with	Christ.	Saint	Ambrose,	in	his	treatise	On
the	Mysteries,	exhorts	us,	saying:	“You	saw	there	the	deacon,	you	saw	the	priest,	you	saw	the
chief	priest	[i.e.,	the	bishop].	Consider	not	the	bodily	forms,	but	the	grace	of	the	Mysteries.”
Externally,	as	priests,	we	remain	sinners,	but	in	reality	we	are	as	though	“transubstantiated”
and	configured	to	Christ	himself.	In	the	act	of	transubstantiation,	the	priest	takes	the	role	of
Christ.

10.	The	 transubstantiation	of	 bread	 and	wine	 into	 the	Body	 and	Blood	of	Christ,	 the	most
extraordinary,	 the	most	momentous	transformation,	occurs	 in	 the	utmost	sacred	silence.	We
hear	the	priest	pronounce	the	words	of	the	consecration,	but	the	miracle	of	transubstantiation
comes	about	imperceptibly,	like	all	the	greatest	works	of	God.	Silence	is	the	law	of	the	divine
plans.

11.	God’s	being	has	always	been	present	in	us	in	an	absolute	silence.	And	a	human	being’s
own	silence	allows	him	to	enter	into	a	relationship	with	the	Word	that	is	at	the	bottom	of	his
heart.	Thus,	in	the	desert,	we	do	not	speak.	We	listen	in	silence;	man	enters	into	a	silence	that
is	God.

How	can	we	define	silence	 in	 its	simplest	meaning,	 in	other	words,	 the	silence	of	everyday
life?	According	to	the	Petit	Robert	[a	French	dictionary],	silence	is	“the	attitude	of	someone
who	refrains	 from	speaking”.	 It	 refers	 to	“the	absence	of	noise	or	agitation,	 the	 state	of	a
place	 where	 no	 sound	 can	 be	 heard”.	 Can	 silence	 be	 defined	 in	 no	 other	 way	 than	 by
negation?	 Is	 the	 absence	 of	 speech,	 noise,	 or	 sound	 always	 silence?	 Similarly,	 is	 it	 not
paradoxical	to	try	to	“speak”	about	silence	in	everyday	life?



12.	Silence	is	not	an	absence.	On	the	contrary,	it	is	the	manifestation	of	a	presence,	the	most
intense	 of	 all	 presences.	 In	 modern	 society,	 silence	 has	 come	 into	 disrepute;	 this	 is	 the
symptom	of	a	serious,	worrisome	illness.	The	real	questions	of	life	are	posed	in	silence.	Our
blood	 flows	 through	 our	 veins	 without	 making	 any	 noise,	 and	 we	 can	 hear	 our	 heartbeats
only	in	silence.

13.	On	July	4,	2010,	 in	a	homily	for	 the	eighth	centenary	of	 the	birth	of	Pope	Celestine	V,
Benedict	XVI	gravely	 insisted	on	 the	 fact	 that	“we	 live	 in	a	society	 in	which	 it	 seems	 that
every	space,	every	moment	must	be	‘filled’	with	projects,	activities	and	noise;	there	is	often
no	 time	 even	 to	 listen	 or	 to	 converse.	 Dear	 brothers	 and	 sisters,	 let	 us	 not	 fear	 to	 create
silence,	 within	 and	 outside	 ourselves,	 if	 we	 wish	 to	 be	 able	 not	 only	 to	 become	 aware	 of
God’s	voice	but	 also	 to	make	out	 the	voice	of	 the	person	beside	us,	 the	voices	of	others.”
Benedict	 XVI	 and	 John	 Paul	 II	 often	 conferred	 a	 positive	 dimension	 on	 silence.	 Indeed,
although	it	is	associated	with	solitude	and	the	desert,	silence	is	by	no	means	self-absorption
or	muteness,	just	as	true	speech	is	not	garrulousness	but,	rather,	a	condition	for	being	present
to	God,	to	neighbor,	and	to	oneself.

What	 is	 the	correct	understanding	of	 exterior	 silence?	“God	 is	 the	 friend	of	 silence.	See
how	nature—trees,	 flowers,	 grass—grows	 in	 silence;	 see	 the	 stars,	 the	moon,	 and	 the	 sun,
how	they	move	in	silence”,	Saint	Teresa	of	Calcutta	said	poetically	[in	her	book	A	Gift	 for
God].

14.	The	episode	of	Jesus’	visit	 to	the	home	of	Martha	and	Mary,	related	by	Saint	Luke	(Lk
10:38-42),	eloquently	illustrates	the	priceless	character	of	silence	in	everyday	life:	“Martha,
Martha,	you	are	anxious	and	troubled	about	many	things”	(Lk	10:41).	Jesus	rebukes	Martha,
not	 for	being	busy	 in	 the	kitchen—after	all,	 she	did	have	 to	prepare	 the	meal—but	 for	her
inattentive	 interior	 attitude,	 betrayed	 by	 her	 annoyance	 with	 her	 sister.	 Since	 the	 days	 of
Origen,	some	commentators	have	tended	to	heighten	the	contrast	between	the	two	women,	to
the	point	of	seeing	in	them	respectively	the	example	of	an	active	life	that	is	too	scattered	and
the	model	of	the	contemplative	life	that	is	lived	out	in	silence,	listening,	and	interior	prayer.
In	reality,	Jesus	seems	to	sketch	the	outlines	of	a	spiritual	pedagogy:	we	should	always	make
sure	 to	be	Mary	before	becoming	Martha.	Otherwise,	we	run	 the	risk	of	becoming	literally
bogged	down	in	activism	and	agitation,	the	unpleasant	consequences	of	which	emerge	in	the
Gospel	 account:	 panic,	 fear	 of	 working	 without	 help,	 an	 inattentive	 interior	 attitude,
annoyance	 like	Martha’s	 toward	her	sister,	 the	feeling	 that	God	is	 leaving	us	alone	without
intervening	effectively.	Thus,	in	speaking	to	Martha,	Jesus	says:	“Mary	has	chosen	the	good
portion”	 (Lk	10:42).	He	 reminds	her	of	 the	 importance	of	 “calming	and	quieting	 the	 soul”
(see	Ps	131:2)	so	as	to	listen	to	one’s	heart.	Christ	tenderly	invites	her	to	stop	so	as	to	return
to	 her	 heart,	 the	 place	 of	 true	welcome	 and	 the	 dwelling	 place	 of	God’s	 silent	 tenderness,
from	 which	 she	 had	 been	 led	 away	 by	 the	 activity	 to	 which	 she	 was	 devoting	 herself	 so
noisily.	All	activity	must	be	preceded	by	an	intense	life	of	prayer,	contemplation,	seeking	and
listening	to	God’s	will.	In	his	Apostolic	Letter	Novo	millennio	ineunte,	John	Paul	II	writes:
“It	is	important	however	that	what	we	propose,	with	the	help	of	God,	should	be	profoundly
rooted	in	contemplation	and	prayer.	Ours	is	a	time	of	continual	movement	which	often	leads



to	restlessness,	with	the	risk	of	‘doing	for	the	sake	of	doing’.	We	must	resist	this	temptation
by	trying	‘to	be’	before	trying	‘to	do’.”	This	is	the	innermost,	unchangeable	desire	of	a	monk.
But	it	happens	also	to	be	the	deepest	aspiration	of	every	person	who	seeks	the	Eternal	One.
For	man	can	encounter	God	in	truth	only	in	silence	and	solitude,	both	interior	and	exterior.

15.	The	more	we	are	clothed	in	glory	and	honors,	the	more	we	are	raised	in	dignity,	the	more
we	 are	 invested	 with	 public	 responsibilities,	 prestige,	 and	 temporal	 offices,	 whether	 as
laymen,	 priests,	 or	 bishops,	 the	 more	 we	 need	 to	 advance	 in	 humility	 and	 to	 cultivate
carefully	 the	 sacred	dimension	of	 our	 interior	 life	 by	 constantly	 seeking	 to	 see	 the	 face	of
God	 in	prayer,	meditation,	contemplation,	and	asceticism.	 It	can	happen	 that	a	good,	pious
priest,	once	he	is	raised	to	the	episcopal	dignity,	quickly	falls	into	mediocrity	and	a	concern
for	worldly	 success.	Overwhelmed	by	 the	weight	of	 the	duties	 that	 are	 incumbent	on	him,
worried	about	his	power,	his	authority,	and	the	material	needs	of	his	office,	he	gradually	runs
out	of	steam.	He	manifests	in	his	being	and	in	his	works	a	desire	for	promotion,	a	longing	for
prestige,	and	a	spiritual	degradation.	He	is	harmful	to	himself	and	to	the	flock	over	which	the
Holy	Spirit	set	him	as	guardian	to	feed	the	Church	of	God,	which	God	acquired	for	himself
by	 the	 blood	 of	 his	 own	 Son.	 We	 all	 run	 the	 danger	 of	 being	 preoccupied	 with	 worldly
business	and	concerns	if	we	neglect	the	interior	life,	prayer,	the	daily	face-to-face	encounter
with	God,	 the	 ascetical	 practices	 necessary	 for	 every	 contemplative	 and	 every	 person	who
wants	to	see	the	Eternal	One	and	to	live	with	him.

16.	 Recall	 what	 Saint	 Gregory	 the	 Great	 wrote	 in	 a	 letter	 to	 Theoctista,	 the	 sister	 of	 the
Byzantine	Emperor	Flavius	Mauricius	Tiberius,	which	 is	 found	 in	 the	collection	Registrum
Epistolarum.	 Faced	with	 a	 tension	between	monastic	 life	 and	his	 papal	office,	with	 all	 the
social	 and	 political	 responsibilities	 that	 the	 latter	 involved,	 he	 bitterly	 spelled	 out	 in	 these
terms	his	difficulties	in	harmonizing	contemplation	and	action:

I	 have	 lost	 the	 profound	 joys	 of	my	peace	 and	quiet,	 and	 I	 seem	 to	 have	 risen	 externally,	while	 falling	 internally.
Wherefore,	I	deplore	my	expulsion	far	from	the	face	of	my	Creator.	For	I	was	trying	every	day	to	move	outside	the
world,	outside	the	flesh,	to	drive	all	corporeal	images	from	my	mind’s	eye	and	to	regard	the	joys	of	Heaven.	.	.	.	“You
cast	them	down	while	they	were	being	raised	up”	[Ps	72(73):18].	For	he	did	not	say	“You	cast	them	down	after	they
had	been	raised	up,”	but	“while	they	were	being	raised	up,”	because	the	wicked	and	those	who	seem	to	rise	up	from
outside,	while	propped	up	by	 a	 temporal	 office,	 collapse	on	 the	 inside.	And	 so	 their	 being	 raised	up	 is	 itself	 their
ruin.	 .	 .	 .	 Indeed	 there	 are	many	who	 know	how	 to	 control	 external	 successes	 in	 such	 a	way	 that	 they	 in	 no	way
collapse	internally	because	of	them.	So	it	 is	written:	“God	does	not	despise	the	powerful;	since	he	is	powerful	also
[Job	36:5].”

Saint	Gregory	 underscores	 the	 conflict	 that	 he	 is	 experiencing;	 he	wants	 to	 harmonize	 the
contemplative	 life	 and	 the	 active	 life,	 symbolized	 by	 Mary	 and	 Martha.	 A	 deep	 tension
between	silence	and	monastic	peace	and	his	new	temporal	duties	could	be	resolved	only	by
intensifying	his	interior	life	and	an	intimate	relationship	with	God.

17.	 Similarly,	 in	 a	 letter	 to	 Raoul	 le	 Verd,	 Saint	 Bruno	 writes	 with	 his	 characteristic	 tact,
commenting	on	Saint	Luke:

In	any	case,	what	benefits	and	divine	exaltation	the	silence	and	solitude	of	the	desert	hold	in	store	for	those	who	love



it,	only	those	who	have	experienced	it	can	know.	For	here	men	of	strong	will	can	enter	into	themselves	and	remain
there	as	much	as	they	like,	diligently	cultivating	the	seeds	of	virtue	and	eating	the	fruits	of	paradise	with	joy.	Here
they	can	acquire	the	eye	that	wounds	the	Bridegroom	with	love,	by	the	limpidity	of	its	gaze,	and	whose	purity	allows
them	to	see	God	himself.	Here	they	can	observe	a	busy	leisure	and	rest	in	quiet	activity.	Here	also	God	crowns	his
athletes	 for	 their	 stern	 struggle	 with	 the	 hoped-for	 reward:	 a	 peace	 unknown	 to	 the	 world	 and	 joy	 in	 the	 Holy
Spirit.	.	.	.	This	life	is	the	best	part	chosen	by	Mary,	never	to	be	taken	away	from	her.	.	.	.	I	could	only	wish,	brother,
that	you	too,	had	such	.	.	.	divine	love.	If	only	a	love	like	this	would	take	possession	of	you!	Immediately,	all	the	glory
in	 the	world	would	seem	 like	so	much	dirt	 to	you,	whatever	 the	smooth	words	and	 false	attractions	she	offered	 to
deceive	you.	Wealth	and	its	concomitant	anxieties	you	would	cast	off	without	a	thought,	as	a	burden	to	the	freedom	of
the	spirit.	.	.	.

			For	what	could	be	more	perverted,	more	reckless	and	contrary	to	nature	and	right	order,	than	to	love	the	creature
more	than	the	Creator,	what	passes	away	more	than	what	lasts	forever,	or	to	seek	rather	the	goods	of	earth	than	those
of	heaven?.	 .	 .	 It	 is	 rather	divine	 love	which	proves	 itself	 the	more	useful,	precisely	 to	 the	extent	 that	 it	 is	more	 in
accord	with	right	reason.	For	what	could	be	[so]	beneficial	and	right,	so	fitting	and	connatural	to	human	nature	as	to
love	the	good?	Yet	what	other	good	can	compare	with	God?	Indeed,	what	other	good	is	there	besides	God?	[Hence]
the	 soul	 that	 has	 attained	 some	 degree	 of	 holiness	 and	 has	 experienced	 in	 some	 small	 measure	 the	 incomparable
loveliness,	beauty	and	splendour	of	this	good,	is	set	on	fire	with	love	and	cries	out:	“My	soul	is	thirsting	for	God,	the
God	of	my	life;	when	shall	I	enter	and	see	the	face	of	God?”	(Ps	42[41]:2)

The	desire	to	see	God	is	what	urges	us	to	love	solitude	and	silence.	For	silence	is	where	God
dwells.	He	drapes	himself	in	silence.

In	 every	era,	 this	 experience	of	 an	 interior	 life	 and	an	 intimate,	 loving	 relationship	with
God	has	remained	indispensable	for	those	who	seek	true	happiness.

18.	Every	day	it	is	important	to	be	silent	so	as	to	determine	the	outlines	of	one’s	future	action.
The	contemplative	life	is	not	the	only	state	in	which	man	must	make	the	effort	to	leave	his
heart	in	silence.

In	everyday	life,	whether	secular,	civil,	or	religious,	exterior	silence	is	necessary.	Thomas
Merton	wrote	in	The	Sign	of	Jonas:

Exterior	Silence—its	special	necessity	in	our	world	in	which	there	is	so	much	noise	and	inane	speech.	As	protest	and
reparation	against	the	“sin”	of	noise.

			.	.	.	Silence	not	a	virtue,	noise	not	a	sin.	True.	But	the	turmoil	and	confusion	and	constant	noise	of	modern	society
are	the	expression	of	the	ambiance	of	its	greatest	sins—its	godlessness,	its	despair.	A	world	of	propaganda,	of	endless
argument,	vituperation,	criticism,	or	simply	of	chatter,	is	a	world	without	anything	to	live	for.	.	.	.

			Catholics	who	associate	themselves	with	that	kind	of	noise,	who	enter	into	the	Babel	of	tongues,	become	to	some
extent	 exiles	 from	 the	 city	 of	 God.	 (Mass	 becomes	 racket	 and	 confusion.	 Tension—babble.	 All	 prayer	 becomes
exterior	and	interior	noise—soulless	and	hasty	repetition	of	rosary.	.	.).

The	Divine	Office	 recited	without	 recollection,	without	enthusiasm	or	 fervor,	or	 irregularly
and	 sporadically,	 makes	 the	 heart	 lukewarm	 and	 kills	 the	 virginity	 of	 our	 love	 for	 God.
Gradually	our	priestly	ministry	can	become	like	the	work	of	a	well-digger	who	drills	wells	of
stagnant	 water.	 By	 living	 in	 a	 world	 of	 noise	 and	 superficiality,	 we	 provoke	 God’s
disappointment,	and	we	cannot	fail	to	hear	the	sadness	and	complaints	of	his	heart.	Thus	says
Yahweh:	“I	remember	the	devotion	of	your	youth,	your	love	as	a	bride,	how	you	followed	me
in	 the	 wilderness.	 .	 .	 .	 My	 people	 have	 committed	 two	 evils:	 they	 have	 forsaken	 me,	 the



fountain	 of	 living	waters,	 and	hewed	out	 cisterns	 for	 themselves,	 broken	 cisterns,	 that	 can
hold	no	water”	(Jer	2:2,	13).

Thomas	Merton	continues:

Though	it	is	true	that	we	must	know	how	to	bear	with	noise,	to	have	interior	life,	by	exception	here	and	there	in	midst
of	confusion.	.	.	,	yet	to	resign	oneself	to	a	situation	in	which	a	community	is	constantly	overwhelmed	with	activity,
noise	of	machines,	etc.,	is	an	abuse.

			What	to	do?	Those	who	love	God	should	attempt	to	preserve	or	create	an	atmosphere	in	which	He	can	be	found.
Christians	should	have	quiet	homes.	Throw	out	television,	if	necessary—not	everybody,	but	those	who	take	this	sort
of	thing	seriously.	.	.	.

			Let	those	who	can	stand	a	little	silence	find	other	people	who	like	silence,	and	create	silence	and	peace	for	one
another.	Bring	up	their	kids	not	to	yell	so	much.	Children	are	naturally	quiet—if	they	are	left	alone	and	not	given	the
needle	[i.e.,	teased]	from	the	cradle	upward,	in	order	that	they	may	develop	into	citizens	of	a	state	in	which	everybody
yells	and	is	yelled	at.

			Provide	people	with	places	where	they	can	go	to	be	quiet—relax	minds	and	hearts	in	the	presence	of	God—chapels
in	 the	 country,	 or	 in	 town	 also.	 Reading	 rooms,	 hermitages.	 Retreat	 houses	 without	 a	 constant	 ballyhoo	 of	 noisy
“exercises”—they	even	yell	the	stations	of	the	Cross,	and	not	too	far	from	[the	Abbey	of]	Gethsemani	either.

The	Trappist	then	concludes:	“For	many	it	would	mean	great	renunciation	and	discipline	to
give	up	these	sources	of	noise:	but	they	know	that	is	what	they	need.	Afraid	to	do	it	because
their	neighbors	would	think	they	were	bats.”

Modern	society	can	no	longer	do	without	the	dictatorship	of	noise.	It	lulls	us	in	an	illusion
of	cheap	democracy	while	snatching	our	freedom	away	with	the	subtle	violence	of	the	devil,
that	father	of	lies.	But	Jesus	repeatedly	tells	us:	“If	you	continue	in	my	word,	you	are	truly
my	disciples,	and	you	will	know	the	truth,	and	the	truth	will	make	you	free”	(Jn	8:31-32).

19.	 Interior	 silence	 is	 the	 end	of	 judgments,	passions,	 and	desires.	Once	we	have	acquired
interior	silence,	we	can	transport	it	with	us	into	the	world	and	pray	everywhere.	But	just	as
interior	asceticism	cannot	be	obtained	without	concrete	mortifications,	 it	 is	absurd	to	speak
about	interior	silence	without	exterior	silence.

Within	 silence	 there	 is	 a	 demand	 made	 on	 each	 one	 of	 us.	 Man	 controls	 his	 hours	 of
activity	if	he	knows	how	to	enter	into	silence.	The	life	of	silence	must	be	able	to	precede	the
active	life.

20.	The	silence	of	everyday	life	is	an	indispensable	condition	for	living	with	others.	Without
the	capacity	 for	 silence,	man	 is	 incapable	of	hearing,	 loving,	and	understanding	 the	people
around	him.	Charity	is	born	of	silence.	It	proceeds	from	a	silent	heart	that	is	able	to	hear,	to
listen,	 and	 to	 welcome.	 Silence	 is	 a	 condition	 for	 otherness	 and	 a	 necessity	 if	 one	 is	 to
understand	himself.	Without	silence,	there	is	neither	rest	nor	serenity	nor	interior	life.	Silence
is	friendship	and	love,	interior	harmony	and	peace.	Silence	and	peace	have	one	and	the	same
heartbeat.

In	 the	noise	of	everyday	 life	 there	 is	always	a	certain	agitation	 that	 is	stirred	up	 in	man.
Noise	 is	 never	 serene,	 and	 it	 is	 not	 conducive	 to	understanding	 another	person.	How	 right



Pascal	was	when	he	wrote	in	his	Pensées:	“All	the	unhappiness	of	men	arises	from	one	single
fact,	that	they	cannot	stay	quietly	in	their	own	chamber.”

On	the	merely	physical	level,	man	can	find	rest	only	in	silence.	The	most	beautiful	things
in	life	take	place	in	silence.	We	can	read	or	write	when	we	have	silence	at	our	disposal.

How	is	even	one	moment	of	prayer	life	imaginable	apart	from	silence?

21.	Today,	in	a	highly	technological,	busy	world,	how	can	we	find	silence?	Noise	wearies	us,
and	we	get	the	feeling	that	silence	has	become	an	unreachable	oasis.	How	many	people	are
obliged	to	work	in	a	chaos	that	distresses	and	dehumanizes	them?	Cities	have	become	noisy
furnaces	in	which	even	nights	are	not	spared	the	assault	of	noise.

Without	noise,	postmodern	man	falls	into	a	dull,	insistent	uneasiness.	He	is	accustomed	to
permanent	background	noise,	which	sickens	yet	reassures	him.

Without	noise,	man	is	feverish,	lost.	Noise	gives	him	security,	like	a	drug	on	which	he	has
become	dependent.	With	its	festive	appearance,	noise	is	a	whirlwind	that	avoids	facing	itself.
Agitation	 becomes	 a	 tranquilizer,	 a	 sedative,	 a	 morphine	 pump,	 a	 sort	 of	 reverie,	 an
incoherent	dream-world.	But	this	noise	is	a	dangerous,	deceptive	medicine,	a	diabolic	lie	that
helps	 man	 avoid	 confronting	 himself	 in	 his	 interior	 emptiness.	 The	 awakening	 will
necessarily	be	brutal.

22.	In	I	Want	to	See	God,	Father	Marie-Eugène	wrote:

We	live	in	a	fever	of	movement	and	activity.	The	evil	is	not	simply	in	the	organization	of	modern	life,	in	the	haste	that
it	imposes	on	what	we	do,	the	rapidity	and	facility	that	it	affords	our	changing	of	place.	A	more	profound	evil	is	in	the
feverish	nervousness	of	temperaments.	People	no	longer	know	how	to	wait	and	be	silent.	And	yet,	they	appear	to	be
seeking	silence	and	solitude;	they	leave	familiar	circles	for	new	horizons,	another	atmosphere.	Most	often,	however,
this	is	only	so	as	to	divert	themselves	with	fresh	impressions.

			Whatever	changes	time	may	bring,	God	remains	the	same,	Tu	autem	idem	Ipse	es;	and	it	is	always	in	silence	that
He	utters	His	Word	and	 that	 the	soul	must	 receive	 it.	The	 law	of	silence	 is	 imposed	on	us	as	on	Teresa.	The	high-
strung	excitability	of	 the	modern	 temperament	makes	 it	more	urgently	 important,	and	exacts	of	us	a	more	 resolute
effort	to	respect	and	to	submit	to	it.

Sounds	and	emotions	detach	us	from	ourselves,	whereas	silence	always	forces	man	to	reflect
upon	his	own	life.

23.	Mankind	must	 join	a	sort	of	resistance	movement.	What	will	become	of	our	world	if	 it
does	not	look	for	intervals	of	silence?	Interior	rest	and	harmony	can	flow	only	from	silence.
Without	 it,	 life	 does	 not	 exist.	The	 greatest	mysteries	 of	 the	world	 are	 born	 and	 unfold	 in
silence.	 How	 does	 nature	 develop?	 In	 the	 greatest	 silence.	 A	 tree	 grows	 in	 silence,	 and
springs	of	water	flow	at	first	in	the	silence	of	the	ground.	The	sun	that	rises	over	the	earth	in
its	splendor	and	grandeur	warms	us	in	silence.	What	is	extraordinary	is	always	silent.

In	his	mother’s	womb,	an	infant	grows	in	silence.	When	a	newborn	is	sleeping	in	his	crib,
his	 parents	 love	 to	 gaze	 at	 him	 in	 silence,	 so	 as	 not	 to	 awaken	 him;	 this	 spectacle	 can	 be
contemplated	only	in	silence,	in	wonder	at	the	mystery	of	man	in	his	original	purity.

24.	The	wonders	of	creation	are	silent,	and	we	can	admire	them	only	in	silence.	Art,	too,	is



the	fruit	of	silence.	How	else	but	in	silence	can	we	contemplate	a	painting	or	a	sculpture,	the
beauty	of	a	color	and	the	correctness	of	a	form?	Great	music	is	listened	to	in	silence.	Wonder,
admiration,	 and	 silence	 function	 in	 tandem.	 Popular,	 tasteless	 music	 is	 performed	 in	 an
uproar,	a	pandemonium	of	shouting,	a	diabolical,	exhausting	commotion.	It	is	not	something
one	 can	 listen	 to;	 it	 deafens	 man	 and	 makes	 him	 drunk	 with	 emptiness,	 confusion,	 and
despair.

We	 do	 not	 experience	 the	 same	 feelings,	 the	 same	 purity,	 the	 same	 elegance,	 the	 same
elevation	 of	mind	 and	 soul	 that	we	 experience	when	we	 listen	 silently	 to	Mozart,	Berlioz,
Beethoven,	 or	 Gregorian	 chant.	 Man	 enters	 then	 into	 a	 sacred	 dimension,	 into	 a	 celestial
liturgy,	at	the	threshold	of	purity	itself.	Here	music,	by	its	expressive	character,	by	its	ability
to	convert	souls,	causes	the	human	heart	 to	vibrate	in	unison	with	God’s	heart.	Here	music
rediscovers	its	sacredness	and	divine	origin.

According	to	Dom	Mocquereau,	a	Benedictine	monk	of	the	Abbey	of	Solesmes:

Plato	 has	 given	 us	 an	 excellent	 definition	 of	 music.	 “It	 is”,	 he	 says,	 “art	 so	 ordering	 sound	 as	 to	 reach	 the	 soul,
inspiring	a	love	of	virtue.”	He	would	have	the	best	music	to	be	that	which	most	perfectly	expresses	the	soul’s	good
qualities.	“It	is	to	serve	no	idle	pleasures,”	he	says	in	another	place,	“that	the	Muses	have	given	us	harmony,	whose
movements	accord	with	those	of	the	soul,	but	rather	to	enable	us	thereby	to	order	the	ill-regulated	motions	of	the	soul,
even	as	rhythm	is	given	us	to	reform	our	manners,	which	in	most	men	are	so	wanting	in	balance	and	in	grace.”	This
was	the	high	ideal	which	the	Greeks	had	of	music.

25.	The	sentiments	that	emerge	from	a	silent	heart	are	expressed	in	harmony	and	silence.	The
great	things	in	human	life	are	experienced	in	silence,	under	God’s	watchful	eye.

Silence	 is	 man’s	 greatest	 freedom.	 No	 dictatorship,	 no	 war,	 no	 barbarism	 can	 take	 this
divine	treasure	away	from	him.

In	listening	to	you,	we	understand	that	although	silence	may	be	the	absence	of	speech,	it	is
above	all	 the	attitude	of	 someone	who	 listens.	To	 listen	 is	 to	welcome	 the	other	 into	one’s
heart.	Does	 Solomon	 not	 say,	 in	 the	 First	 Book	 of	Kings	 (see	 3:5-15),	 “Give	me,	 Lord,	 a
heart	that	listens”?	He	does	not	ask	for	riches	or	the	life	of	his	enemies	or	power,	but	a	silent
heart	so	as	to	listen	to	God.

26.	King	Solomon	asks	God	to	make	him	a	silent	man,	in	other	words,	a	true	child	of	God.
He	wants	neither	 riches	nor	glory	nor	victory	over	 the	enemy,	but	a	heart	 that	 listens.	 In	a
contrary	 movement,	 the	 modern	 world	 transforms	 the	 person	 who	 listens	 into	 an	 inferior
human	being.	With	fatal	arrogance,	modernity	exalts	the	man	who	is	drunk	with	images	and
noisy	slogans,	while	killing	the	interior	man.

27.	The	Carmelite	Rule	prescribes:	“Be	careful	not	to	indulge	in	a	great	deal	of	talk,	for	.	.	.
sin	will	not	be	wanting	where	 there	 is	much	 talk.”	 Indeed,	Saint	 James	 the	Apostle	 shows
how	important	it	is	to	mortify	the	tongue:

If	any	one	makes	no	mistakes	in	what	he	says	he	is	a	perfect	man,	able	to	bridle	the	whole	body	also.	If	we	put	bits
into	the	mouths	of	horses	that	they	may	obey	us,	we	guide	their	whole	bodies.	Look	at	the	ships	also;	though	they	are
so	great	and	are	driven	by	strong	winds,	they	are	guided	by	a	very	small	rudder	wherever	the	will	of	the	pilot	directs.
So	the	tongue	is	a	little	member	and	boasts	of	great	things.	How	great	a	forest	is	set	ablaze	by	a	small	fire!



			And	the	tongue	is	a	fire.	The	tongue	is	an	unrighteous	world	among	our	members,	staining	the	whole	body,	setting
on	fire	the	cycle	of	nature,	and	set	on	fire	by	hell.	For	every	kind	of	beast	and	bird,	of	reptile	and	sea	creature,	can	be
tamed	 and	 has	 been	 tamed	 by	 mankind,	 but	 no	 human	 being	 can	 tame	 the	 tongue—a	 restless	 evil,	 full	 of	 deadly
poison.	With	it	we	bless	the	Lord	and	Father,	and	with	it	we	curse	men,	who	are	made	in	the	likeness	of	God.	From
the	same	mouth	come	blessing	and	cursing.	My	brethren,	this	ought	not	to	be	so.	(Jas	3:2-10)

Saint	 James	 compares	 the	 tongue	 to	 the	 rudder	 of	 a	 boat.	 It	 is	 a	 little	 piece	 of	 wood	 that
allows	the	whole	ship	to	be	steered.	The	man	who	holds	his	tongue	controls	his	life,	as	the
sailor	 directs	 the	 ship.	 Conversely,	 the	 man	 who	 talks	 too	 much	 is	 a	 ship	 adrift.	 Indeed,
garrulousness,	 that	 unhealthy	 tendency	 to	 externalize	 all	 the	 treasures	 of	 the	 soul	 by
displaying	them	in	season	and	out	of	season,	is	supremely	harmful	to	the	spiritual	life.	It	sets
out	 in	 the	 direction	 opposite	 to	 that	 of	 the	 spiritual	 life,	 which	 ceaselessly	 becomes	 more
interior	and	deeper	so	as	to	draw	near	to	God.	Carried	away	toward	the	outside	by	a	need	to
say	everything,	the	talkative	person	is	far	from	God	and	from	all	profound	activity.	His	life	is
spent	 entirely	 on	 his	 lips	 and	 spills	 out	 in	 floods	 of	 words	 that	 carry	 off	 the	 increasingly
meager	fruits	of	his	thought	and	of	his	soul.	For	he	no	longer	has	the	time	or	the	inclination
to	recollect	himself,	to	think,	to	live	profoundly.	Through	the	agitation	that	he	creates	around
him,	he	interferes	with	the	fruitful	work	and	recollection	of	others.	Superficial	and	vain,	the
talkative	person	is	a	dangerous	being.	The	now	widespread	habit	of	testifying	in	public	to	the
divine	graces	granted	in	the	innermost	depths	of	a	man’s	soul	exposes	him	to	the	dangers	of
superficiality,	the	self-betrayal	of	his	interior	friendship	with	God,	and	vanity.

28.	We	must	learn,	Thomas	Merton	says,	that	“the	inviolability	of	one’s	spiritual	sanctuary,
the	center	of	the	soul,	depends	on	secrecy.	Secrecy	is	the	intellectual	complement	of	a	pure
intention.	 .	 .	 .	Keep	all	good	things	secret	even	from	yourself.	If	we	would	find	God	in	the
depths	 of	 our	 souls,	 we	 have	 to	 leave	 everybody	 else	 outside,	 including	 ourselves.”	 It	 is
disastrous,	 if	 we	 want	 to	 find	 God	 in	 our	 souls	 and	 to	 remain	 there	 with	 him,	 to	 try	 to
communicate	him	to	others	as	we	see	him.	We	could	do	so	later	with	the	grace	that	he	gives
us	in	silence	and	by	the	influence	and	transparency	of	our	life.

True	witness	is	expressed	by	the	silent,	pure,	radiant	example	of	the	sanctity	of	our	life.

29.	Nowadays	facile	speech	and	the	popularized	image	are	the	teachers	of	many	lives.	I	have
the	sense	that	modern	man	does	not	know	how	to	stop	the	uninterrupted	flood	of	sententious,
falsely	moralizing	speech	and	the	bulimic	need	for	corrupt	icons.

Silent	lips	seem	impossible	for	people	in	the	West.	But	the	media	also	tempt	African	and
Asian	 societies	 by	 driving	 them	 to	 lose	 themselves	 in	 a	 superabundant	 jungle	 of	 words,
images,	and	noises.	The	glowing	screens	need	a	gargantuan	diet	in	order	to	distract	mankind
and	destroy	 consciences.	Keeping	quiet	 has	 the	 appearance	 of	 being	 a	weakness,	 a	 sort	 of
ignorance	 or	 lack	 of	 will.	 In	 the	 modern	 system,	 the	 silent	 person	 becomes	 someone	 who
does	not	know	how	to	defend	himself.	He	is	subhuman.	Conversely,	the	so-called	strong	man
is	a	man	of	words.	He	crushes	and	drowns	the	other	in	the	floods	of	his	speeches.

30.	 The	 silent	 man	 is	 no	 longer	 a	 sign	 of	 contradiction;	 he	 is	 just	 one	 man	 too	 many.
Someone	who	speaks	has	importance	and	value,	whereas	another	who	keeps	quiet	gets	little



consideration.	The	silent	man	is	reduced	to	nothingness.	The	simple	act	of	speaking	imparts
value.	Do	the	words	make	no	sense?	It	makes	no	difference.	Noise	has	acquired	the	nobility
that	silence	once	possessed.

The	man	who	speaks	is	celebrated,	and	the	silent	man	is	a	poor	beggar	in	whose	presence
there	is	no	need	even	to	raise	one’s	eyes.

31.	I	will	never	stop	thanking	the	good,	holy	priests	who	generously	give	their	whole	lives
for	 the	 kingdom	 of	 God.	 But	 I	 will	 untiringly	 denounce	 those	 who	 are	 unfaithful	 to	 the
promises	of	their	ordination.	In	order	to	make	themselves	known	or	to	impose	their	personal
views,	 both	 on	 the	 theological	 and	 the	 pastoral	 level,	 they	 speak	 again	 and	 again.	 These
clerics	repeat	the	same	banal	things.	I	could	not	affirm	that	God	dwells	within	them.	Who	can
think	 their	 sheer	outpourings	 to	be	a	 spring	coming	 from	 the	divine	depths?	But	 they	 talk,
and	the	media	love	to	listen	to	them	in	order	to	reecho	their	ineptitudes,	particularly	if	they
declare	themselves	in	favor	of	the	new	posthumanist	ideologies,	in	the	realm	of	sexuality,	the
family,	 and	 marriage.	 These	 clerics	 consider	 God’s	 thinking	 about	 conjugal	 life	 to	 be	 an
“evangelical	 ideal”.	 Marriage	 is	 no	 longer	 a	 requirement	 willed	 by	 God,	 modeled	 and
manifested	 in	 the	 nuptial	 bond	 between	 Christ	 and	 the	 Church.	 Some	 theologians	 in	 their
presumptuousness	and	arrogance	go	so	far	as	to	assert	personal	opinions	that	are	difficult	to
reconcile	 with	 revelation,	 tradition,	 the	 centuries-old	 Magisterium	 of	 the	 Church,	 and	 the
teaching	of	Christ.	Thus,	highly	amplified	by	the	blaring	media,	they	go	so	far	as	to	dispute
God’s	design.

Have	we	not	arrived	at	the	fulfillment	of	the	prophetic	words	of	Paul	VI,	quoted	by	Jean
Guitton	in	his	book	Paul	VI	secret:

There	is	great	turmoil	at	this	time	in	the	world	and	in	the	Church,	and	what	is	in	dispute	is	the	faith.	.	.	.	What	strikes
me,	when	I	look	at	the	Catholic	world,	is	that	within	Catholicism	a	sort	of	non-Catholic	thought	seems	to	predominate
sometimes,	and	it	may	happen	tomorrow	that	this	non-Catholic	thought	will	become	the	strongest	within	Catholicism.
But	it	will	never	represent	the	mind	of	the	Church.	A	tiny	little	flock	has	to	continue	in	existence,	however	small	it
may	be.

It	is	urgent	to	listen	again	to	the	voice	of	Saint	Paul	in	his	Second	Letter	to	the	Corinthians:

For	we	are	not,	like	so	many,	peddlers	of	God’s	word;	but	as	men	of	sincerity,	as	commissioned	by	God,	in	the	sight
of	God	we	speak	in	Christ.	(2	Cor	2:17)

			Therefore,	having	this	ministry	by	the	mercy	of	God,	we	do	not	lose	heart.	.	.	.	We	refuse	to	practice	cunning	or	to
tamper	 with	 God’s	 word,	 but	 by	 the	 open	 statement	 of	 the	 truth	 we	 would	 commend	 ourselves	 to	 every	 man’s
conscience	in	the	sight	of	God.	(2	Cor	4:1-2)

Saint	Ignatius	of	Antioch	called	on	priests	to	“exhort	[Christians]	to	live	in	harmony	with	the
mind	of	God.	Surely,	Jesus	Christ,	our	inseparable	life,	for	His	part	is	the	mind	of	the	Father,
just	as	the	bishops	too,	though	appointed	throughout	the	vast,	wide	earth,	represent	for	their
part	 the	mind	 of	 Jesus	Christ.”	 It	 is	 a	 serious	 responsibility	 for	 every	 bishop	 to	 be	 and	 to
represent	the	mind	of	Christ.	Bishops	who	scatter	the	sheep	that	Jesus	has	entrusted	to	them
will	be	judged	mercilessly	and	severely	by	God.
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