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First, I want to say that the title of the article seems to promise too much. Among other things, because “today’s world” is impossible to grasp or to describe simply in a way that speaks to all and even less so in three pages. What’s more, the perception that the author might have of “the meaning and implications of priestly ministry” in our Congregation is perhaps not shared by many other brothers, given their own experiences and the variety of contexts in which they carry out their mission. As a result, what follows is nothing more than a very personal appreciation of the matter at hand, one that perhaps represents the convictions and ideas of very few others. Having said that, I continue.

I take for granted that our spirituality can be summed up in the well known formula “to contemplate, live and announce to the world God’s love, which was made flesh in Jesus.” I want to take that as my starting point in considering our topic. To begin, I believe that one aspect of our SS.CC. priestly ministry is personal prayer, of a contemplative nature, centered in Eucharistic Adoration. The real presence of Christ in the Eucharist recognized and adored constantly, will transform us into men who have a particular and a deep sense of who God is and how God acts. So if the socio-cultural context in which we exercise our ministry is increasingly secularized, as it seems to be, the life of a person affected deeply by constantly “looking toward” God will benefit others in extraordinary ministerial service.

From that contemplative prayer our lives will become conformed to the one we contemplate. What I describe is certainly nothing new but I believe that the ministerial life of a priest of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts must be characterized by: being completely “out there” in service to the Christian community and the world; working tirelessly to create among the faithful a Christian life that has deep roots, healthy communal relationships and creative commitment to the poor and those who have never heard the Gospel; giving the greatest attention to his own human and theological formation in order to better understand the world around him and to proclaim Christian truth seriously and capably.

Assuming all that, we can all admit that the closer a priest is to others, the more he is able speak to them. That seems obvious, a truism. But to be close to the people and open to their questions, needs and even their attacks and to do that with clarity of conviction is not an easy. It means being truly humble and generous. Such humility and generosity only come from the faith that allows us to live and act as did Jesus. That is the faith that reveals to us God’s love. For that reason, to be a priest of the Sacred Hearts means loving those we encounter in ministry in a heartfelt way, maturely and fearlessly. Warmth, gentleness, kindness, joyful hospitality, mercy, tenderness and understanding are some of the characteristics of our way of exercising the ministry in imitation of the pierced Heart of the Savior.

The communal nature of our religious consecration and our so-called “family spirit” also indicate a certain characteristic, which I believe is indispensable for our priestly commitment in today’s world. The SS.CC. priest has to be a minister and a master in the creation of Christian community. He will only be able to do that if it is normal for him to live in a local community and work in a team with other religious and laity. We are ministers of the Lord and his Church not as lone rangers but planning, working and evaluating with others as members of the family in order to create family.

Another characteristic of our SS.CC. priestly ministry, which must be present for it to be “meaningful” in our world today, is a preferential love for those who are estranged from faith in Jesus and those deprived of the goods of the earth. This means seeing our priestly consecration in terms of mission and our work as bringing justice and freedom. This will create in us the desire to bring Christ to the hearts of the people we encounter in order to tirelessly seek new disciples for Christ. It will also make us especially responsive to the needs of those who suffer in their flesh because of poverty and inequality and who are deprived of freedom and the possibility of development.

For a religious of the Sacred Hearts, being a priest also means freely using ones energies to “repair” sin and evil in the world. This is a way he expresses his spirituality and charism, whether in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament, in his way of looking at the world or in the various tasks of ministry. In love, patience and humility and with unchanging fidelity to the faith he must be ready to bear the faults and sins of others, in particular those of the Church itself. At the same time he struggles tirelessly, with all he has, to heal all that destroys God’s plan in the lives of others. He will try to incarnate the mercy and courage of Jesus even when he knows that he is not responsible for the sin around him and that will be a challenge. He will do that because he is sincerely searching for holiness in his own life. It is a search that never ends but which is a simple witness of his intimate communion with the love and suffering of Christ.

I do not want to close this brief reflection without speaking of “apostolic zeal,” which so characterized the priestly work of our Founder, the Good Father. His personal witness as an evangelizer who was persistent, hard-working, apostolic, flexible and courageous is a precious heritage. He was not a priest who was comfortable or easily intimidated. His ministry became a form of ecclesial combat in the cause of Christ and his Gospel, without fear of hostility or indifference. Something of that should be evident in our priestly commitment in the service of people today, whatever might be the social, cultural or political context in which we work.

On the other hand, and as conclusion, I believe that an SS.CC. priest should be very “normal” in all things, even in those things that do not directly affect his ministry. He should be approachable, healthy, balanced, interested in everything human, open to today’s world and capable of discerning  what is happening in the world of culture, politics, economy, information and other areas. That will require that he have good ongoing formation in which the study of theology has a preeminent place. 
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