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an Example for SS.CC.s in Living the Priesthood
José Luis Pérez Castañeda ss.cc. 
I want to offer a reflection on the ministry of the Good Father or how his way of living the ministry can serve as inspiration for us who are SS.CC. priests. First I have to say that the “here and now” I refer to is “my here and now.” Even though some situations are universal, the reader will understand that he has to apply this to his own reality. I encourage you to do so.

First, I will look at how Pierre Coudrin saw himself deeply identified with his ministry. His sense of himself developed as his priesthood developed. He did not work as a priest, he was a priest. Secondly, we will see how our Founder integrated being a priest with being a religious of the Sacred Hearts. I see that as having repercussions on our discussions and on the direction of our apostolate today. Chronologically speaking, he was a priest before he made the choice for religious life. In conclusion, it would help to ask ourselves what was the Good Father’s intention in becoming a priest and how did that intention translate in his life. That can lead us to examine our own motivations and their consequences.

A Priest of the Heart

One of the most important questions that we human beings ask ourselves is, Who am I? We do not answer the question of identity by doing philosophy but by living. At some point in our life we feel the need to throw off the labels and names that others have given us, even those that we are used to and comfortable with, in order to set about the adventure of answering this primordial question. Asking the question means taking ourselves apart, in a sense. It is a question that leads us on paths unknown. As the poet Pedro Salinas said to his beloved, “Get rid of the dresses/gestures, the portraits/ I don’t love you like that/dressed up like someone else/always the daughter of someone/I love you pure, free/irreducible: you.” In such simplicity we answer the question of our identity. Paradoxically, it is an outside force that makes it possible for us to authentically answer the question “who am I?” Only God can tell us who we are (Cf. 1 Cor. 13:12). Faith tells us that in Baptism we receive a new identity. We are given a name “which no one knows except the one who receives it.” (Rev. 2:17)

That was the Good Father’s frame of mind when he was in the loft of the Motte d’Usseau. After his recent ordination, which he had prepared for and desired for such a long time, political and social circumstances in his homeland caused him to make a voyage to the depths of his life, to the center of his heart in an improvised cell of only a few meters. Celebration and adoration of the Eucharist and reading church history were the daily fare of the young priest’s mystagogic journey. Who was this young priest? Who was Pierre? Who was he choosing to be? Who did God say he was? On the feast of Saint Caprasius he found the living answer to those questions, “I am a pastor.” Pierre discerned in his priesthood, in offering his life for a people, the best way to explain himself to himself as a human being, as a baptized Christian, as a member of the Church. Coming face to face with himself he also discovered the project that God would give him as a gift (“I saw then, what we are now.”): a community of men and woman at the service of the Church.

 From time to time we hear it said that a vocation is very fragile during the first years of the priesthood. Although we know that identity crises do not respect age and that every once in a while – if not daily - we are called to rethink what we are about in fidelity to the call to priestly ministry. The socio-political circumstances in which the Good Father found himself, his retreat to his inner room, his confrontation with holiness in the Church and especially with the Holiness of Jesus Christ shaped in him a priestly spirituality that was both strong and dynamic. Those who write of the period would tell us of the Good Father, “He drew from his heart the words his spoke to his faithful.” Pierre could not ignore the need to develop the sense of himself in a deep way and to do that from a profound appreciation of the spirituality of the shepherd who gives his life for the sheep. When I listen to priests speak about priests, I believe that in trying to strengthen our inner selves we encounter some temptations. There is the religious who lives the priesthood as an appendix to his vocation or as something only skin-deep. As a result the priesthood is colorless and not something that gives consistency to one’s life. (This is more an affliction of the generation that was around at the time of the Council). And vice-versa, there are priests whose religious vocation is only on the outside, experiencing the same consequences as the previous group. Then there are priests who find themselves by clinging to an identity that is merely external, ministering more to fulfill their own and others expectations, in the midst of the horde of contradictory and superficial messages about life, belief and the ordained ministry (that can be the temptation of my generation). Thanks be to God, there are others who as pastors offer themselves for God’s people in complete fidelity to the call of the Good Shepherd. They express their ministry in a way that is integrated with other dimensions of their identity as a believer, as Pierre Coudrin was able to do. We are able to find good examples in every generation. The Good Father reminds us that nothing or no one can take the place of Christ, the priest, as foundation of our identity. The Good Father calls us to find everything in Jesus, including our very selves.

The Spiritual Journey of the Good Father

We have to remember that the Good Father’s journey was the inverse of the journey that most of us have taken. It was only after ordination that he heard the call to form a community with a certain charism. For most of us, first we enter the community and after, when we have become priests, we do that as those who have already been living religious life. This particularity of Pierre Coudrin makes it easier to answer the question, how does our SS.CC. identity become part of the ordained ministry? I believe that is a much more vital question, given the much talked about danger of clericalism and the “parochialization” of our life, than how the priesthood can become part of our SS.CC. charism, which was more problematic at other times.

Perhaps the Good Father can help us to find a way. First, the problem is a problem of our time. The natural way in which Pierre integrated his ministry and his religious life is a pleasant surprise. Possibly he and his community were faced with a reality that helped get beyond that kind of tension. They could get beyond it because they had to answer the very basic question, to whom are we consecrated in SS.CC. religious life and in the ordained ministry? The manner in which the Good Father lived his ministry and the way in which the Good Mother practiced Adoration lead me to look at the world and the Church of their time and to see in the response of our Founders, specifically, that of Pierre the priest, the way to integrate the call to religious consecration and the call to priestly consecration. Certainly I believe that his “I offer my life” at the foot of the oak tree when he left the Motte, was not a theory or just a good intention. The Good Father, with his life up for grabs, discovered the spiritual resources to sustain his ministry in things as diverse as the hymns of the people of Montbernage, so deeply marked by the theology of the Heart of Jesus and his zealous love for humanity, the group of pious women who secretly kept watch before the Blessed Sacrament, his contact with others, mostly priests, who risked and lost their lives in the service of the Gospel, pressed by the needs of a deteriorating society in need of reparation. All of that was given him in the measure in which he gave his life (in the spirit of the parable of the talents). The Good Father was shaped as an SS.CC. religious as he exercised his ministry with passion. The Holy Spirit impelled Pierre the priest to be an SS.CC., doing that in him as he went about his ministry.

Can the priesthood, lived in love for God’s people whose pastors we are, be more than something juxtaposed to our religious vocation or a mere complement to it? Can it be a way to deepen our religious commitment as it was for the Good Father? A priest I know told me that his pastoral ministry, preaching and sanctifying the people of God through the sacraments, helped him have a more personal appreciation of his SS.CC. identity. The words Eucharist, adoration, reparation and zeal, so much a part of our congregation’s patrimony, can be given deeper meaning through the sacrament of Holy Orders. When those elements of our vocation are incarnated by SS.CC. brothers who are priests (also SS.CC. bishops), they are a gift for the men and women of our community. If it is true that we run the risk of clericalization and parochialization, it is also true that those tendencies tell us that we are being called to live the ministry as did the Good Father, as a way to grow in knowledge and love of our SS.CC. religious consecration.

To Serve God is to Die for Him

“I became a priest with the intention of suffering everything, of sacrificing myself for God and of dying if necessary in order to serve him.” (Good Father) These words reveal Pierre’s intention with respect to his priesthood: to serve God. That took concrete form in various ways given the historical context: to suffer, to sacrifice himself and to die. It was very much like what his Master suffered. In this year of the priesthood, perhaps we can be inspired by his intention to serve God and ask ourselves what consequences being a priest of the Sacred Hearts has in our cultural and historical context.

Suffering, sacrificing oneself and dying is a much more everyday reality than seems so at first. For the Good Father two things were very clearly immediate consequences of his ministry. The first was that he had to give his time in service of others. “In the exercise of my ministry, I have the responsibility of directing forty priests, to get some others to retract
, to direct more than nine hundred people, without the means to study, and however almost never have I forgotten my principles.” 

We see that the overload of pastoral work is not just a problem of our time. Looking at the Good Father, we see that perhaps the problem is not the overload but the lack of “principles” and so fatigue and anxiety gives rise to complaining and withdrawal rather than finding reason for giving thanks to God. The second thing that is clear, already contained in the first, is that Pierre knew that a vocation does not bear fruit by studying a lot but by sinking ones roots in prayer. “He did not have time to prepare before preaching. He just prayed and the Lord inspired him with what he was to say.” So then we should not prepare homilies! Of course we have to prepare, but we also have to be well aware of the sources of our activity and our preaching. They do not come from ourselves but from what God says to us in the silence of prayer.

Conclusion

I believe that Pierre Coudrin can shed light on our priesthood in our “here and now” in three aspects. First, he invites us to strengthen our priestly identity from that place where we say “I”, our heart. Secondly, he inspires us to live our ministry as a place to know and love ourselves more deeply as SS.CC. religious. Finally, the Good Father encourages us to clarify our real motivations and to identify ourselves with his service to God and his People.

















































� “Retract” refers to those who had taken the oath of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy.
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