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Reflections on SS.CC. Priesthood

Michael Ruddy ss.cc.

A few years ago one of our priests is absent from our annual Mass and barbeque we have to celebrate the Feast of the Assumption. Some investigations are made and it is discovered that the priest has chosen to sit with a family by the shores of a lake. Their son and Brother has been drowned, and a major search is underway to locate the body. Our Brother leads the family and neighbours in prayer, prepares and organizes food but most of the time entails just “being with” them in their hours of need. Such compassion for those in need is no coincidence, and it is hoped to show in this article that such concern flow from our charism, spirituality and understanding of priesthood. 

We are not the only Congregation in the world to have been founded by a Priest. However, given the particular circumstances surrounding the vision in the granary, the place of Eucharist and Adoration, and the relationship and graces that come from our founders, we do view the priesthood through quite unique lenses. 

The famous icon of the Trinity by Rublev, is a powerful insight into the mystery at the heart of God. If one looks carefully at the chalice in the centre, it contains the head of a sacrificed animal. This reminds us of the sacrificial love at the heart of the Trinity. The cross then, isn’t just something that appears for the first time on Calvary but rather something that defines both God and creation. As Lev Gillet says quite prosaically: ‘There was a cross in the heart of God, before there was one planted outside Jerusalem.’
 Examples of such dying to bring forth new life, are evident throughout nature and creation, from the most distant star to the demise and growth of individual cells. Jesus describes many such instances, most notably the grain of wheat in John 12:24, chosen as our theme for our last General Chapter. In all of the “I am ..” statements in John’s Gospel, there is this sense of sacrifice from the light that must be consumed to give off light, to the gate of the sheepfold. In nomadic shepherding cultures like Palestine, the sheep fold did not possess a gate, and the shepherd at night literally laid down in the gap to protect his flock. 

In light of this understanding of self-giving love at the heart of the Trinity, we can see that Jesus in setting his face for Jerusalem was not blindly following the dictates of a despotic and blood seeking Father. Rather he was struggling with the growing realisation that his divinity and relationship within the Trinity entailed a further emptying and sacrifice. We can revisit such passages where Jesus is ‘fulfilling’ the scriptures and see in them not some blind adherence to the ‘Law and the Prophets’ but rather a reinterpretation of scripture in the light of his self-identity. This journey comes to a climax in the garden (Biblically a place where lovers meet e.g. Eden) of Gethsemane (meaning olive press, another food like wheat that has to be crushed to give life) with the sweating of blood prefiguring the blood and water that would flow from the cross: “the fountain of sacramental life in the Church.” (Preface of the Sacred Heart.) When The Risen Christ says to the disciples on the Road to Emmaus: ‘was it not ordained/necessary that the Christ such suffer and so enter into his glory,’ (Luke 24:26) the ‘ordained’ can be understood in terms of one consequence of being true to Trinitarian love. For Jesus, following his Father’s will (his ‘food’ John 4:34) was no diminution of his own freedom and dignity, but paradoxically became the way where He (and us) realised his true identity (Mark 15:39.)

The Eucharist as constituted by Jesus at the Last Supper, is inseparably linked to the Pascal Mystery and therefore also to the Trinity. On Holy Thursday, Jesus was quite clear that the Bread he was breaking and the Cup he was sharing was the broken body and the spilled blood of Good Friday. Our participation in the Eucharist therefore becomes a participation in the life of the Trinity. The Gospels struggle to convey the seismic events on Calvary by describing earthquakes, darkened sun and the veil of the temple being torn in two. The Pascal Mystery is where eternity breaks into time in an unprecedented way, giving us access to the Godhead and to self-giving Trinitarian love. The Eucharist then makes present the ‘power’ (grace, love, Spirit) of the Pascal event that naturally flows when there is submission to self-emptying and self-sacrificing love. The Eucharist then is participation in the sacrifice of the Pascal Mystery; a call and reminder to live such self-sacrificing love and sustenance for our own Christian journey. Through the rhythm of the liturgy that should reflect the movement of divine love between Father, Son and Holy Spirit, our own lives are challenged by this love, and with all creation we are caught up in an act of praise and thanksgiving.
When a priest extends his hands during the Eucharist in the form of a cross and when the congregation kneels and then rises, these and other such actions remind us of the suffering, dying and rising celebrated in the Sacrament. As Sacred Hearts our history, heritage and charism allows us to identify in a powerful way with Eucharistic self-sacrificing love, thus becoming a potent symbol of that which transfuses all creation. The cross on our intertwining hearts symbol weaving with the flame of love, balances sacrifice and mercy. Speaking at a general audience in Castel Gandolfo last summer, Pope Benedict uses a central aspect of our spirituality to remind how “... a priest must be a witness and apostle of the love of the Heart of Christ and of Mary," Concluding his address the pontiff quoted St. John Eudes, who encouraged priests to: “Give yourselves to Jesus to enter into the immensity of his great Heart, which contains the Heart of his Holy Mother and of all the saints, and to lose yourselves in this abyss of love, of charity, of mercy, of humility, of purity, of patience, of submission and of holiness.” How uniquely placed we are to draw life and bear fruit from such a meditation.

It is no coincidence that in many of our parishes and in the way SS.CC. priesthood is lived, our parishioners feel a real sense of welcome, family and community. Formed as we are in a balanced love of Jesus and Mary and likewise in the inheritance we have received from our co-founders, some of the more demanding aspects of religion are lived with joy, compassion and a trust in providence. Religion (re-ligio, in Latin) literally means the re-tying of ligaments that have been torn, bonds that connect us with others, with our own true self, and with God. We are no longer lonely and solitary; we belong. Damien of course is the example par excellence of one whose priesthood re-tied the broken bodies and souls of his beloved lepers, and it was from the Eucharist he gained the grace to persevere. One of the benefits of such an approach, lies in the emphasis of the priesthood of all the baptised, the three roles of priest, prophet and king given to us at Baptism. Without denying the graces and functions of the ministerial priesthood, our laity can be encouraged and empowered to live their own vocation. The existence and growth of our Lay Associations in many provinces can have a crucial part to play in such empowerment.

In John 1:18, in an image that was dear to the Good Father, Jesus reminds us that he is “close to the Father's heart.” Later on in the same Gospel at the last supper, he shares this same closeness with the beloved disciple (and with us) who leans close to Jesus’ heart: (13:23.) Such a posture of “being with” and close to the saviour’s heart is faithfully followed through to the foot of the Cross 19:26. It is only this sense can we be missionary: “to be with him, and to be sent out to proclaim the message.” (Mark 3:14) In the words of Pope Benedict: “Priestly ordination means: being immersed in the Truth, that Truth which is not simply a concept or a whole of ideas to transmit and assimilate, but which is the Person of Christ, with which, by which and in which to live… Only this awareness of a Truth made Person in the incarnation of the Son justifies the missionary mandate: ‘Go into the whole world and proclaim the Gospel to every creature’ (Mark 16:15). Only if it is the Truth is it destined to every creature, it is not an imposition of something, but the opening of the heart to that for which it is created.”
 It is such an understanding that makes for a more enlightened understanding of mission, where we don’t impose something new, but enable and empower the realisation of something already present: the “tender mercy” (Luke 1:78) at the heart of our God.

Only by being with our people can such “missionary activity” be achieved. Like Damien our hope would be that if others would love the priest they would also come to love God. Such identification continues to happen throughout the Congregation, from inner city parishes in the developed world to remote villages in developing cultures. We may not be the best liturgists in the world nor the best preachers, but by being with our people we share something even more precious. Ultimately, it is this what God’s people remember and appreciate, like the family at the shore of the lake, waiting for news of their son.
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