Fr. Mateo’s Understanding of Priesthood
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To reflect on the priesthood as a gift and a vocation in the lives of those who have gone before us is a valuable undertaking, as it is a way of writing an illustrious history of our Congregation. This also has value for those of us who have received a call to priesthood and for those who are served by this gift of God’s heart.

I have been asked to reflect on the priesthood of Father Mateo, who died just one year before I was born. I will consult his writings to draw a picture, admittedly incomplete, of someone who added to the glory of our Congregation but who unfortunately is often forgotten and whose writings gather dust on our bookshelves.
Through his life and in his proclamation of God’s word, we see that Fr. Mateo understood the priesthood as an unambiguous call and a call to holiness. He wrote about this in his reflections for priests
, noting that "the one called to be a priest, is called to holiness. The words 'Christ' and 'holy' are synonymous, and a priest is the true Christ."
Hence we see that Fr. Mateo had a great and even a holy respect for the priesthood, which he saw as an intimate invitation to participate in the life and mission of Christ. In his understanding a priest was, after Mary, a divine masterpiece of grace, magnitude and power. This means that the priest must have a transforming and absorbing love for God, which results in a priest’s hunger and love for prayer, understood as a personal encounter with the beloved God. A priest has to constantly seek holiness through his experience of being loved by God and trying to return that love.
Therefore, Fr. Mateo would say that “our call to priesthood is to love, because we have to be holy and Apostles.” Saying this, however, Fr. Mateo makes a very important distinction. He draws our attention to see, that "one thing is 'to believe', and another, completely different is 'to love.” “We cannot love without believing, but unfortunately we can believe without loving. Faith is a supernatural light: love is a gift of the heart, of the will." Being a priest, means loving with an immense love, what one believes with proven faith. Following this line of thought, Fr. Mateo saw the priest as a person who loves Christ passionately.
Reading the countless testimonies that came in from all over the world to the General Secretariat of the Enthronement, it is not difficult to see that the life and activity of Fr. Mateo, especially after his experience of Paray-le-Monial, were characterized by an existential experience of love. God touched him with his love in order to send him forth to give unceasing witness to that love and to call others to accept the One, whom he himself had discovered as the true King of Love.
In this growth toward holiness of life, the period of preparation is undoubtedly very important. Speaking of priestly formation, Fr. Mateo wrote: you can sum it up in five points: solid piety — humility in any situation - spirit of mortification – an angelic purity – and an absorbing zeal. In this he is echoing St. Clement, when he said that a priest is ‘terrenus deus’ - a kind of earthly God, an intermediary between God and humans.

Whilst addressing Japanese Seminarians
, Fr. Mateo shared with them his experience of priesthood. He gave a profile of a priest in these words, "He not only is the speaker, who utters the sacred words, but above all he is a ‘man of prayer.’” These words of Fr. Mateo find their fulfillment in his own life. He was a man of prayer and preaching. Speaking about the qualities that should mark the life of a priest, he is clear that the priest has to be educated, diligent, persevering, and pious. He has to have a deep love for prayer, always being simple and avoiding eccentricity. Further, the priest should radiate joy, be grateful for God’s gifts, disciplined, open, and athirst for wise counsel. The priest in his relationship with God demonstrates nobleness and gentleness.
For Fr. Mateo
, living daily the gift of priesthood obliged him to cultivate a deep spiritual life, nourished by prayer, by the spirit and love of prayer as well as by a regular use of sacrament of reconciliation. This deep inner life was the foundation of his zeal and holiness. He always emphasized the importance of prayer, meaning not the mere recitation of prayers, but a God-given taste for prayer, feeling the need for prayer, until it became like a second supernatural nature. Fr. Mateo stressed that activity without deep prayer is simply a 'sounding cymbal' and may even be a great danger for a priest and for those who were entrusted to his care. Further, in his Retreats for Priests
, he states that by praying a priest is immersed in the endless abyss of God's Heart and he and his priestly life are renewed. The priest must really become a man of the “great prayer.” His prayer will be characterized by great ease and confidence. 
The priest must also be a man of profound humility
. This humility will bear fruits of inner peace. Humility of spirit and heart is indispensable in the spiritual life of a priest.
As other virtues needed by a priest, Fr. Mateo names love of sacrifice, a priest as a friend of Christ must love the cross, and confidence, a spontaneous enthusiastic response of the priestly heart toward Jesus. Indeed, confidence is a proof of a priestly ministry exercised in love. Love and confidence are synonyms in a priest’s relationship with God; love is measured by confidence. This gave birth to that amazing zeal that was so evident in Fr. Mateo’s life. Experiencing God’s love, he was burning with zeal to conquer the whole world for the reign of the God’s heart. We cannot forget his filial devotion to Mary and his trust in her especially in the mystery of her Immaculate Heart. In many of his conferences and in his life, Fr. Mateo witnessed to the necessity of a healthy Marian piety always based on sound doctrine and love for the Blessed Trinity. Such solid piety then allows and helps the priest to feel with the Church – 'sentire cum Ecclesia'.
 

Without any doubt, the source of Fr. Mateo’s holiness and fruitful ministry was the Eucharist. He used to say that the way the Eucharist is celebrated tells us about the priest who celebrates it. He writes about this in the Retreats for Priests and strongly accentuates it in his Hymn of Glory for the Holy Trinity,
 where he praised the majesty of the Holy Mass. In his understanding, the priesthood begins and ends at the Altar. The Mass has a particular meaning in the priestly vocation. In a sense, the priest is the Mass. Only at the altar can he be fully a priest.
Whilst addressing seminarians, he used to say: “before you will be priests for people and for their salvation you will be priests for the glory of Holy Trinity.”. Thus, celebration of the Eucharist is the highest and noblest glory of the priest. Holy Mass is also contains grace upon grace for the sanctification of the priest himself. There the priest also learns the meaning and the immense power of accepting suffering. In the truest sense, after the Eucharist suffering has true apostolic omnipotence.
Fr. Mateo understood his priestly life and ministry in terms of total service for the Kingdom of God’s Heart. For him, to be a priest meant becoming a servant of God’s mercy, like Christ himself bending down over human weakness and insufficiency. The priest is also a mediator of God's preference for the poor, sick, abandoned and rejected. 
Fr. Mateo was a priest of God’s Heart. He dedicated his whole priestly life to spreading the glory of the Sacred Heart and establishing its universal reign in human hearts. There he saw the true source for his own and others sanctification. The fruitfulness of his world-wide ministry was drawn from the depths of God's Heart.
 He deeply believed that holiness is the only apostolate and that he had a responsibility for that. To be holy is possible at any stage of life and in any circumstance. He spoke quite often about a great desire for holiness as a very effective means of sanctification. The spiritual fruitfulness of Fr. Mateo stemmed from his love for prayer, from his soul brimful with faith, his heart full of apostolic zeal, and from his deep spiritual life, which was rooted in God through prayer.
In conclusion we can say that Fr. Mateo’s priestly life was based on a solid and deeply spiritual life, a life of faith and prayer. This allowed him to discover the greatest Mystery with its richness: till the end I have loved you... Take and eat… take and drink... It is I... until the end of the world. Miraculously healed by the touch of God's love, he knew no rest in his preaching ministry. Only one thought and desire dwelt in his heart: that the whole world will know Him, the King of Love. In this way this man, who for Christ, the King of Love, wanted to conquer all human hearts was formed in holiness. Was this holiness was only valid for Mateo’s time? Is the message of his life no longer relevant? Father Mateo was a priest-religious in the service of the Sacred Hearts. 
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