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PASSION FOR GOD – PRIESTLY HOLINESS

I.
Introduction

1.
The word “passion” could mean any of the following: the suffering of Jesus in Gethsemane and on the Cross; a very strong emotion; a strong enthusiasm for a specified object, activity or goal; determination, fervor and obsession. Passion could also mean commitment or zeal. Passion often leads you to experience excitement, enthusiasm and delight. To have a passion for something is to have a burning within you that says, “I have to have it; I have to do it, I need it.”

Our passion for God is his gift to us. It is he who has put into our hearts that restlessness to rest in him, that homing instinct. Passion, an intense longing for God, is beautifully expressed in the psalms:

As a deer longs for flowing streams, 

So my soul longs for you, O God.

My soul thirsts for God,

for the living God.

When shall I come and behold

the face of God?

Jesus’ life, teachings and works were centered on his Father and his kingdom. Such was his passion for the Father that it became the source of his life and mission: “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to complete his work.”
  He loved his father not sporadically, but consistently: “The one who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him.”
 The kingdom of God was fully present in Jesus as God’s will was perfectly done in him. He was ever eager to establish God’s kingdom:  “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to the other cities also; for I was sent for this purpose” (Lk 4: 43).

Christ was the overwhelming passion of Apostle Paul. With great joy he proclaimed, “ …to me , to live is Christ” (Phil. 1:21). “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). No price was too great to be paid for knowing Christ: “Whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of knowing Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of know Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish that I may gain Christ” (Phil. 3:7-10). For the sake of the gospel he is ready to make himself a servant of all (I Cor. 9:19-23).

This must be the passion of all disciples, particularly, of priests. This kind of passion will set a priest apart from others. His deepest commitment must be to Christ. To know him more and more must be his ardent desire.

2. On numerous occasion the Scriptures say that God’s name is holy, that is, his nature is holy (Is. 6:3’ Ps. 99:3,5,9; Lev 11:44, 19:2, 21:8; Pro. 9:10). Now, what does the word “holy” mean? It could mean “righteous, perfect, good, pure.” Holiness in its original and biblical sense can be applied only to God. As Pope Benedict XVI says, “Holiness expresses God’s particular way of being, divine being as such”.
  It means that by nature God is totally different from and far above all creatures. He is not an extension or part of the created universe. 

God who is holy and divine by his nature, (ontologically) reveals himself through his righteous and compassionate deeds (ethically). Leonardo Boff says, “God, who is ontologically remote (holy), becomes ethically near (holy): he rescues the defenseless, avenges the oppressed, identifies with the poor”.
 In other words, God is holy both by his nature and by his deeds. We become holy in the measure we maintain contact with the holy God and live in communion with him. To be holy is to participate in God’s nature and to act like him. A reality, be it a thing or person, is sanctified or made holy when it is handed over to God in the context of worship. As the Pope explains, this can either take the form of consecration for sacrifice or that of priestly consecration, the designation of a man for God and for divine worship.

II.
The Trinitarian Foundation of Holiness

1. God the Father is the origin and giver of holiness. But this holiness is communicated to us through his Son, Jesus Christ Our Lord, by the working of the Holy Spirit. This is what we acknowledge and proclaim in the Third Eucharistic Prayer when we say, “Father, you are holy indeed, and all creation rightly gives you praise. All life, all holiness comes from you through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, by the working of the Holy Spirit.” Each person of the holy Trinity is at work to make us holy. 
2. Sanctity is the work of Christ himself living in us by faith. Thomas Merton puts it well: “It is through Christ that the sanctity of God is communicated and revealed to the world. If then we are to be holy, Christ must be holy in us. If we are to be saints, he must be our sanctity”.
 The branch must first be united with the vine before it can produce fruit. It is Jesus’ abiding in the priest and priest’s abiding in Jesus that ensures his sanctity and perfection (Cf. Jn. 15: 4-5).
3. In Pastores Dabo Vobis (no.19), speaking about the Holy Spirit, the principle of the consecration and mission of the Messiah,   Pope John Paul II says, “through the Spirit, Jesus belongs totally and exclusively to God and shares in the infinite holiness of God…the Spirit of the Lord is revealed as the source of holiness and of the call to holiness.”
  When Christ dwells in our hearts through faith and we are rooted in love (Cf. Eph. 3:17) we can safely assume that we also have the Holy Spirit, the source of all virtuous action, in us. Perfection is seen as the life of love perfected by the gifts of the Holy Spirit.
 In other words, holiness is nothing but practice of charity, that is, the love of God and neighbor. A person who is holy loves spontaneously, generously and always. We spoke about ontological holiness and ethical holiness. But what comes first? Since action proceeds from being, Christian holiness is primarily constituted by our ontological union with God “in Christ” and secondarily by our good works and ethical perfection.

III. Priestly Holiness

1. Once when a reporter asked Mother Teresa how she felt about being called a living saint, she replied: “You have to become holy in the position you are, and I have to become holy in the position God has given me. There is nothing extraordinary about being holy.” We can hear in her comment echoes of some Scriptural verses (Cf. Lev. 19:2; Mt. 5:48; Eph. 1:4-5) and the teaching of Lumen gentium that all, irrespective of their state or walk of life, are called to holiness, that is, to the fullness of Christian life and to the perfection of love (LG 40).
 But Mother’s comment also means that one’s vocation determines his/her path to holiness. 

Both for priestly holiness and human holiness our model is Jesus. We believe that Jesus is both Lord and Christ. We believe that Jesus is one who fully discloses the true nature of God to human beings created in his image. It is in imitating his passion for God and compassion for people that Christians, each according to his/her vocation in life, can hope to become holy.

2. According to Presbyterorum ordinis priests have a special reason to acquire holiness. For besides the baptismal consecration which they share with the faithful, “they are consecrated to God in a new way in their ordination and made the living instruments of Christ the eternal priest.” (Cf. PO 12; Cf. PDV 20)
 Our Lord sanctified himself for the sake of his disciples (Cf. Jn 17:19). His sanctification was for a sacrifice. He offered himself as a perfect victim for the salvation of all. His “living instruments” have all the more reason to sanctify themselves for the sake of the people of God. Theoretically God can make use of even an unworthy priest to carry out the salvation of his people. However, the nature of priestly ministry and its fruitfulness necessitates that priest be holy. The holiness of priests has a direct bearing on the holiness of the Church. The adage is, “As the priest, so the faithful.”  Bishop Fulton Sheen says, “Every worldly priest hinders the growth of the Church; every saintly priest promotes it.”

Presbyterorum ordinis (No. 13; also PDV24) gives in a nutshell the path to priestly holiness and the means to arrive at it. Priests acquire holiness in their own unique way by fulfilling their sacred and priestly functions sincerely, tirelessly and in the Spirit of Christ. Representing Jesus the head they carry forward his work of sanctifying, teaching and governing. Preaching of the Word of God with a listening and obedient heart, celebration of the Eucharistic sacrifice which presumes abstinence from all that is evil and a willingness to live a Eucharistic life, administering the sacrament of reconciliation, reciting of the Divine Office, shepherding the people and instructing them in faith are some of the functions of priests.
 

IV. Holy Priests: Crying Need of Our Times 
1. People’s Expectation 

Over the centuries, people’s expectations from priests haven’t changed much. They want their priests to be holy which is expressed through phrases like: “another Christ, God-centered man, man of prayer, man of God, man who radiates a spirit of prayer and holiness.”
 Pope John Paul II wanted that “all the pastoral initiatives to be set in relation to holiness” as he thought stressing holiness to be an urgent pastoral task” (NMI 30). 
 According to him the widespread demand for spirituality in a largely secularized world is one of the signs of the times (NMI 33).
 Because of his holiness, the Pope himself was a credible witness of the gospel and when he spoke the world listened to him. The attraction of Ars was the holiness of John Mary Vianney.

2. To repair the damage caused by scandals
We are not able to gauge the extent of damage caused to the church by the misconduct of unholy priests. They have defaced the image of the church, caused many to distance themselves from the church and caused much suffering to the faithful. The presence of holy priests in the church and the society can go along way to remedy the situation.

3. For effectiveness in evangelization
 Holiness of priests is a necessary condition for the credibility of the preaching of the Church and for the effectiveness of evangelization. In Evangelii nuntiandi (EN 41) Pope Paul VI is of the opinion that the Church’s manner of life is very crucial for the effectiveness of evangelization. What her manner of life should proclaim foremost is her sanctity: “…by the witness given by  her own life which clearly proclaims her fidelity to God, her poverty and her asceticism, her independence in the face of all the powers of this world, in a word, her sanctity.”

4. Answer to the hedonistic culture
People of our times are suffering the ravages of a hedonistic culture. As Vita consacrata says (VC 88), it has made sexuality a “mere diversion and a consumer good” and promoted the “idolatry of the sexual instinct.” Holy and celibate priests who live a life that reveals maturity, generosity, joy, radical and universal love and affective maturity can become prophetic figures in a society that is obsessed with sex and has trivialized it.
 
5. For peace and harmony in the worlD
The holiness of priests has a direct bearing on the holiness of people of God, the Church. And the holiness of the Church will determine how she fulfills her mission and influences the world. Fulton Sheen makes a telling statement: “Politics do not ultimately determine war and peace. What is decisive is the spiritual state of the Church living in and leavening the world.”

V.  The Paths to Priestly Holiness and Passion for God
1. Desire Experiential knowledge of God
It is said that experience gives conviction and conviction gives commitment. The Priest, a sacrament of Jesus, cannot remain satisfied with secondary knowledge of his Master. He needs to see him with his own eyes, touch him with his own hands and have fellowship with him. Communion with Jesus through prayer and through a life of love will give him that first had knowledge, which in turn will make him a person ablaze with a passion for God. 

God wants to be sought and found. He is ever willing to reveal himself to all those who seek him. The Scriptures say, “The eyes of the Lord are towards the righteous and his ears towards their cry” (Ps 34:15). Through Catherine of Siena the Lord assures us: “The soul that longs to see me will see me, seeing me she will know me, knowing me she will love me, loving me she will possess me; possessing me, the supreme and eternal Good, she will be satisfied.”  


2. Pray as Jesus Prayed
The Gospels portray Jesus as a person who was committed to prayer. He prays early in the morning (Lk 4:42, Mk 1:35) and late at night (Mt 14:23); he prays before embarking on his public ministry (Cf. Mt 4:1-17) before choosing the Apostles (Lk 6:12) and before performing miracles (Mt 15:36); he prays when he is happy (Mt 11:25) and when his soul is troubled (Mt 26:39). It is his personal example that prompted the disciples to approach Jesus with the request to teach them how to pray (Lk 11:2).  

It was in and through prayer Jesus in his self-understanding and intimacy with God.  After his baptism, while he was praying the Father anointed him with the Holy Spirit and he came to know that he is the beloved Son (Lk 3:21). Again it was in the context of prayer that the Spirit revealed to him his mission (see Lk 4:18-21). Communion with the Father through prayer was the source of his Zeal for God and his commitment to the mission even in the face of failures and opposition, persecution and death.

Communication is said to be the life-blood of relationship. Depending on the frequency and depth of communication love between persons will grow and mature. In the absence of communication relationship will weaken and finally die. This is true of our relationship with God. Prayer is the way to know God and grow in our love for him. Our growth in holiness is in proportion to the growth of our heart’s ability to love. Hence without prayer growth in holiness is impossible.

3. Love as Jesus loved 

The Scriptures and the Christian tradition have always held that Love is the way to holiness (see Lk 10:27; LG 42). Love was the way of Jesus who said, “I am the way” (Jn 14:6). Cardinal Basil Hume once spoke of the three qualities found in holy people and the first is that they have experienced God’s love and responded to it. And that love overflows to their neighbors, especially to the needy and the marginalized. Gospel according to John tells, “Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end” (Jn 13:1). The ultimate expression of love is sacrifice: “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (Jn 15:13). Jesus has given his disciples an example and he expects them to do what he has done.

“The Lamb of God had immolated Himself. Every priest must perform a like act of self-immolation and then pass on its fruits to the people: ‘Do this for a commemoration of me’ (Lk22: 19)”.
 The secret of St John Mary Vaianney’s priestly zeal and holiness was his love for God manifested in Christ crucified. According to him, “priesthood is the love of the heart of Jesus.” 


4.
Life of Poverty

In Mt 6:24 Jesus warns: "No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and wealth." 

According to the Council priests "are not to regard an ecclesiastical office as a source of profit, and are not to spend the income accruing from it for increasing their own private fortunes. Hence priests, far from setting their hearts on riches, must always avoid avarice and carefully refrain from all appearance of trafficking" (P.O. 17). 

Pope Pius XI exhorted, "The Catholic priest ought to be remarkable for his detachment from worldly things just as much as his love for chastity... Avarice, which the Holy Spirit calls the root of all evils, can lead a man to any crime" (Encyclical Ad Catholici Sacerdoti, Dec. 20, 1930). 

The Lord expects from his priests, and the people too expect from them a spirit of renunciation, detachment and poverty. Without these, a priest becomes worldly, and is not able to bear witness to heavenly realities. A priest who is rolling in riches and making a vulgar show of wealth is not following Christ. He is only profaning his sacred vocation and consecration. 

To be faithful to his vocation and mission, every priest needs to love the spirit and practice of poverty. Fulton Sheen notes. "If he loves luxury, it shows, it shocks and it scandalises. On the other hand, his example is all the greater when he shows the detachment demanded by his station and office" (op. cit, 127). Poverty directs the priest to avoid all luxuries, all that is more than necessary. It inspires him to use spiritual means to attain his apostolic goals. It also obliges him to count on God and not on material things (cf. Ibid.). 

Humility is a virtue that is akin to poverty; in fact it is poverty of spirit, poverty of being. The proud person may overawe people and demand respect, but the humble person inspires love and commands respect. The humble person recognizes his or her own truth and acts accordingly. An excellent example of humility that the priest of Christ should imitate is that of John the Baptist who said, "He must increase, but I must decrease" (Jn 3:30). 
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