Experiences of the Priestly Ministry
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as a Member of the SS.CC. Congregation

Peter Egenolf ss.cc.
A few months ago, in a meeting of priests, we were speaking about Eucharistic concelebration. Some diocesan priests said that they did not like to concelebrate. One even said that he does not allow others to concelebrate. Sometimes there is a theological liturgical basis to such an attitude: there can only be one president of the community acting “in persona Christi capitis” (representing Christ the head), just as there is one Christ who gathers, inspires, teaches and nourishes the Church.

Acting in Community

As an SS.CC. religious I have always participated in concelebrated Eucharists and I also see an important meaning in that: we represent Christ not only as individuals but as brothers. Jesus sent the disciples two by two to proclaim the Reign of God, to heal the sick and to bring peace (cf. Mk. 6:7 and Lk. 10:1). As his witnesses, we are related to one another in order to complement one another and act as a community. This is expressed in concelebration. As religious, we also try to realize that in our daily life, our preaching and our ministry. That is not always as easy as a liturgical rite, with its clear organization. We have to struggle against rivalries and competitiveness, misunderstandings and differences of character. Some like to be the boss; others flee any position of responsibility. However, I believe that the love of Christ that impels us (2 Cor. 5:14) is a love that finds expression in brotherhood.

In my community, we are four priests and we try to share all the different areas of ministry. No one has only his own area but everyone tries to collaborate with the others. In the parish, one is principally responsible but another brother works with him full time and the other two are part time. In the work with the pilgrimages and care for visitors, one is the responsible and the other three collaborate with him. This only works if there is good communication among all and dialogue before making decisions. It requires time and patience. It would be simpler if each one had his own area, his parish or his work, in which he worked alone and of which he was the undisputed boss. The model of shared responsibility is much more complicated and there are always difficulties but perhaps it helps us have a better awareness of our mission, which is to give a common witness.

The Eucharist as Center

Working in community forces us to come together as a community to pray and celebrate the Eucharist. The Eucharist, celebrated in common, and adoration makes us aware that we do not live and work in this place and this area because we find it beautiful or interesting or because we get along well or because we have common interests. That is not a sufficient basis and we experience that whenever we have conflicts and difficulties. We are here because we have accepted a work in the name of the Congregation, because we know that we are called, brought together and sent by Christ. He is the center of our community and the energy for our work. That is expressed nowhere more clearly than in the Eucharist, we listen together to the Word, we share our concerns, we present out gifts, we allow ourselves to receive his presence and we accept the mission he gives us once more. In that way the Eucharist is the source and summit of our priestly life. (Cf. Const. 5)

A Changing Church

There is another reason that is very important for me. In Germany we live in a changing Church. Communities are getting older and diminishing. Youth and young adults have some spiritual interest but they feel alienated from communal forms and the atmosphere of the parish. As the number of priests is also diminishing, various communities are led by the same priests or they are grouped together in a larger parish. In all the diocese of Germany at present parish structures are being transformed in the direction of forming larger structures. 
In such circumstances a priest who seeks his identity as the head of a traditional community has some difficulty. It’s what I see among our brothers in the diocesan clergy. They yearn for the older style of community and experience the structural changes underway as a huge burden. They hardly have the energy to go beyond groups and communities considered Catholic, to contact those who do not feel comfortable in the Church. However, it will be more and more important to discover and develop the missionary power of the Gospel. I believe that to the extent that we find our priestly identity in the Eucharist and not in certain forms of ecclesial life, the more we will be able to work as missionary and go beyond usual church settings. I am helped in doing that by my priestly vocation consecrated to the Sacred Hearts.

Society Changing (Umbruch) – People Shattering (Bruch)

Changes in the Church are an expression of much deeper changes going on in society and are part of those societal processes. Demands of the economy and the world of work weigh on families, groups and communities. There are more and more people who experience breakdown and failure in marriage, family and profession. I rarely deal with that in confession because in Germany the sacrament is almost unheard of. But I do hear of it when the mother without husband brings her child to be baptized, when committed collaborators cannot be hired by the Church because they are divorced and remarried, when there is no one present from the family at a funeral, when I visit homes for the elderly or hospitals  and I listen to their life stories, when there are children that can hardly participate in church activities because they have to spend some days with their dad and others with their mom, who are separated.

I listen to so many people who suffer because relationships and trust have broken down or they are about to. As a priest at times like that I am challenged to make my own the reparative attitude of Jesus (Const. 4). However often I do not know how to repair and often enough the Church offers little help. I see my task as standing with people, accompanying them and putting up with and expressing uncomfortable truths. At times all I can do is witness, by my presence, to the God who listens to the complaints of his people, who sees their misery and knows their suffering (Ex. 3:7) At times I can also point the way to reconciliation, but often I cannot do even that. In those cases, like Moses, I can only trust as and lift up my hands to God, while others had to struggle and suffer. And that is often very tiring (cf. Ex 17:8-13).

To Be with Jesus

Before Jesus sent his disciples, he called them to be with him (Mk. 3:14). That is important for priestly ministry: to be with Jesus, to listen to his Word, to contemplate what he did, to learn not to be served but to serve (Mk 10:45). At the last supper he linked the institution of the Eucharist and the priesthood. The account of the washing of the feet makes clear what must be the attitude of the disciples of the Lord: the attitude of one who serves.

Jesus is not only the Master. The one who teaches is also the model. He is also friend, “I no longer call you slaves…I have called you friends” (Jn. 15:15). “It was not you who chose me, but I who chose you.” Our witness as priests comes from the certainty that Christ has chosen us, beyond any merit of ours and in spite of all our limitations and faults. When we think of priestly ministry, we often think of all the work we do. But what is most important is not what we do but what Jesus does in us. Priests are not the ones who save the world. Christ saves the world and he saves each priest. The first thing Jesus taught when he washed feet is service, his gift of himself for his friends. The first thing the priest, like Peter, must accept and allow is to be loved by Jesus, to be welcomed and saved by him. Jesus gives himself to the point of death for him. “"Unless I wash you, you will have no inheritance with me." (Jn. 13:8)

This intense friendship with Jesus, which Peter experienced with its high and low points, is the foundation which sustains our priestly ministry. For us, priests of the Sacred Hearts, Mary is naturally the one who opens the way toward this relationship with Jesus. Consecrated to the Hearts of Jesus and Mary, friendship with Jesus is the center of our vocation and our mission in the service of God’s people.

















































� The German author writing in Spanish was not able to reproduce the German play on words in Spanish. No hope of reproducing it in the English translation of the Spanish!
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