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Introduction

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - A special Year of the Priesthood will open on Friday 19 June, solemnity of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, with Vespers in St Peter's Basilica presided by the Holy Father Benedict XVI. 

Benedict XVI has called this Year for Priests in coincidence with the  150th anniversary of the death of St Jean Marie Vianney, the Curé d'Ars whom he will proclaim patron saint of priests.

The theme chosen for the Year of the Priesthood is “Faithful to Christ, faithful to the priesthood”. Thr special year will close on 19 June 2010 with a World Meeting for Priests in St Peter's Square.

Texts published for this year will include a Directory for Confessors and Spiritual Directors and a Collection of Texts by the Supreme Pontiffs on the essential themes of the life and mission of the priests in the present day.

The purpose of this Year, the Holy Father explained at an audience with members of the Congregation for the Clergy gathered for a Plenary meeting last March will be to make "the importance of the priest's role and mission in the Church and in contemporary society ever more clearly perceived ” (audience 16 March 2009).

Another important issue is to intensify ongoing formation for priests, which should be in continuation with formation in seminaries.

In a Letter addressed to the Catholic priests of the world Archbishop Mauro Piacenza, secretary of the Congregation for the Clergy, writes -, “ Each day - we are called to conversion, but we are called to it in a very particular way during this year, in union with all those who have received the gift of priestly ordination. Conversion to what? It is conversion to be ever more authentically that which we already are, conversion to our ecclesial identity of which our ministry is a necessary consequence, so that a renewed and joyous awareness of our “being” will determine our “acting”, or rather will create the space allowing Christ the Good Shepherd to live in us and to act through us”.

Archbishop Piacenza speaks of the heart of priestly spirituality: “ Our spirituality must be none other than the spirituality of Christ himself, the one and only Supreme High Priest of the New Testament: “ In this year, which the Holy Father has providentially announced, we will seek

together to concentrate on the identity of Christ the Son of God, in communion with the Father and the Holy Spirit, who became man in the virginal womb of Mary, and on his mission to reveal the Father and His wondrous plan of salvation. This mission of Christ carries with it the building up of the Church: behold the Good Shepherd (Cf. Jn. 19:121) who gives his life for the Church (Cf. Eph. 5: 25). Yes, conversion every day of our lives so that Christ’s manner of life may be the manner of life made ever more manifest in each one of us. We must exist for others, we must undertake to live with the People in a union of holy and divine love (which clearly presupposes the richness of holy celibacy), which obliges us to live in authentic solidarity with those who suffer and who live in a great many types of poverty. We must be labourers for the building up of the one Church of Christ, for which we must live purposefully and faithfully the communion of love with the Pope, with the Bishops, with our brother priests and with the Faithful. We must live this communion with the unbroken pilgrimage of the Church within the very sinews of the Mystical Body. We should be able to run spiritually in this Year with a “wide open heart” so as to inwardly conform to our vocation the better to say, in truth “it is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). The holiness of priests redounds to the benefit of the entire ecclesial Body. Thus it would be most fitting for all of us, be that the ordained Faithful, seminarians, the male and female religious, and the lay Faithful, to find ourselves all together at the Vatican Basilica for the Vespers presided over by the Holy Father, which will be celebrated after welcoming the Reliquary of the heart of that most outstanding priestly model who is St. John Mary Vianney.”.

Pope Benedict XVI addresses priests

The Holy Father Benedict XVI frequently addresses priests. His apostolic visits always include a meeting with the community of local priests. He gave one of his most exhaustive addresses on the clergy, when he received participants in a plenary assembly of the Congregation for Priests last March 16. It was a sort of prelude on the principal themes of the Year of the Priesthood. Benedict XVI mentioned the theme of that Plenary: “The missionary identity of the priest in the Church as an intrinsic dimension of the exercise of the tria munera”. A theme which prompts some reflection, the Pope said: “ If the whole Church is missionary and if every Christian, by virtue of Baptism and Confirmation quasi ex officio (cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 1305), receives the mandate to profess the faith publicly, the ministerial priesthood, - the Pope explained - also from this viewpoint, is ontologically distinct, and not only by rank, from the baptismal priesthood that is also known as the "common priesthood". In fact, the apostolic mandate "Go into all the world and preach the Gospel to the whole of creation" (Mk 16: 15) is constitutive of the ministerial priesthood. This mandate is not, as we know, a mere duty entrusted to collaborators; its roots are deeper and must be sought further back in time.

The missionary dimension of the priesthood is born from the priest's sacramental configuration to Christ. As a consequence it brings with it a heartfelt and total adherence to what the ecclesial tradition has identified as apostolica vivendi forma. This consists in participation in a "new life", spiritually speaking, in that "new way of life" which the Lord Jesus inaugurated and which the Apostles made their own. Through the imposition of the Bishop's hands and the consecratory prayer of the Church, the candidates become new men, they become "presbyters". In this light it is clear that the tria munera are first a gift and only consequently an office, first a participation in a life, and hence a potestas. Of course, the great ecclesial tradition has rightly separated sacramental efficacy from the concrete existential situation of the individual priest and so the legitimate expectations of the faithful are appropriately safeguarded. However, this correct doctrinal explanation takes nothing from the necessary, indeed indispensable, aspiration to moral perfection that must dwell in every authentically priestly heart. 

Precisely to encourage priests in this striving for spiritual perfection on which, above all, the effectiveness of their ministry depends, I have decided to establish a special "Year for Priests" that will begin on 19 June and last until 19 June 2010. In fact, it is the 150th anniversary of the death of the Holy Curé d'Ars, John Mary Vianney, a true example of a pastor at the service of Christ's flock. It will be the task of your Congregation, in agreement with the diocesan Ordinaries and with the superiors of religious institutes to promote and to coordinate the various spiritual and pastoral initiatives that seem useful for making the importance of the priest's role and mission in the Church and in contemporary society ever more clearly perceived. 

The priest's mission, as the theme of the Plenary Assembly emphasises, is carried out "in the Church". This ecclesial communal, hierarchical and doctrinal dimension is absolutely indispensable to every authentic mission and, alone guarantees its spiritual effectiveness. The four aspects mentioned must always be recognized as intimately connected: the mission is "ecclesial" because no one proclaims himself in the first person, but within and through his own humanity every priest must be well aware that he is bringing to the world Another, God himself. God is the only treasure which ultimately people desire to find in a priest. The mission is "communional" because it is carried out in a unity and communion that only secondly has also important aspects of social visibility. Moreover, these derive essentially from that divine intimacy in which the priest is called to be expert, so that he may be able to lead the souls entrusted to him humbly and trustingly to the same encounter with the Lord. Lastly, the "hierarchical" and "doctrinal" dimensions suggest reaffirming the importance of the ecclesiastical discipline (the term has a connection with "disciple") and doctrinal training and not only theological, initial and continuing formation. 

Awareness of the radical social changes that have occurred in recent decades must motivate the best ecclesial forces to supervise the formation of candidates for the ministry. In particular, it must foster the constant concern of Pastors for their principal collaborators, both by cultivating truly fatherly human relations and by taking an interest in their continuing formation, especially from the doctrinal and spiritual viewpoints. The mission is rooted in a special way in a good formation, developed in communion with uninterrupted ecclesial Tradition, without breaks or temptations of irregularity. In this sense, it is important to encourage in priests, especially in the young generations, a correct reception of the texts of the Second Ecumenical Vatican Council, interpreted in the light of the Church's entire fund of doctrine. It seems urgent to recover that awareness that has always been at the heart of the Church's mission, which impels priests to be present, identifiable and recognisable both for their judgement of faith, for their personal virtues as well as for the habit, in the contexts of culture and of charity. 

As Church and as priests, we proclaim Jesus of Nazareth Lord and Christ, Crucified and Risen, Sovereign of time and of history, in the glad certainty that this truth coincides with the deepest expectations of the human heart. In the mystery of the Incarnation of the Word, that is, of the fact that God became man like us, lies both the content and the method of Christian proclamation. The true dynamic centre of the mission is here: in Jesus Christ, precisely. The centrality of Christ brings with it the correct appreciation of the ministerial priesthood, without which there would be neither the Eucharist, nor even the mission nor the Church herself. In this regard it is necessary to be alert to ensure that the "new structures" or pastoral organisations are not planned on the basis of an erroneous interpretation of the proper promotion of the laity for a time in which one would have "to do without" the ordained ministry, because in that case the presuppositions for a further dilution of the ministerial priesthood would be laid and possible presumed "solutions" might come dramatically to coincide with the real causes of contemporary problems linked to the ministry. 

Cardinal Hummes writes a Letter to priests for the Year of the Priesthood 

Cardinal Claudio Hummes, Prefect of the Congregation for the Clergy, in view  of the Year of the Priesthood addressed a letter to the Catholic priests of the world. Here is the text of the letter: " Dear Priests, the Year of Priesthood, announced by our beloved Pope Benedict XVI to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the death of the saintly Curé of Ars, St. John Mary Vianney, is drawing near. It will be inaugurated by the Holy Father on the 19th June, the feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the World Day of Prayer for the Sanctification of Priests. The announcement of the Year of Priesthood has been very warmly received, especially amongst priests themselves. Everyone wants to commit themselves with determination, sincerity and fervour so that it may be a year amply celebrated in the whole world – in the Dioceses, parishes and in every local community – with the warm participation of our Catholic people who undoubtedly love their priests and want to see them happy, holy and joyous in their daily apostolic labours. It must be a year that is both positive and forward looking in which the Church says to her priests above all, but also to all the Faithful and to wider society by means of the mass media, that she is proud of her priests, loves them, honours them, admires them and that she recognises with gratitude their pastoral work and the witness of the their life. Truthfully priests are important not only for what they do but also for who they are. Sadly, it is true that at the present time some priests have been shown to have been involved in gravely problematic and unfortunate situations. It is necessary to investigate these matters, pursue judicial processes and impose penalties accordingly. However, it is also important to keep in mind that these pertain to a very small portion of the clergy. The overwhelming majority of priests are people of great personal integrity, dedicated to the sacred ministry; men of prayer and of pastoral charity, who invest their entire existence in the fulfilment of their vocation and mission, often through great personal sacrifice, but always with an authentic love towards Jesus Christ, the Church and the people, in solidarity with the poor and the suffering. It is for this reason that the Church is proud of her priests wherever they may be found." 

Saint Jean Marie Vianney: biographical notes

Jean Marie Vianney was born at Dardilly, near Lyons, in France, in 1786. He was said to be a God fearing boy who loved solitude. The latter years of the 18th century were difficult. The French Revolution forbade any public prayers. So Jean Marie's parents go with the boy to hear Mass in a barn in the countryside. The punishment for a priest found celebrating Mass is the guillotine. Despite an anticlerical atmosphere, despite serious threats against priests, Jean Marie develops a desire to devote himself entirely to God in the priesthood. He wants to be a priest. At the age of seventeen he is able to go to school for the first time, and with the help of a priest friend, who believes in the boy's vocation, tries to study, but with poor results. Difficulties become insurmountable when at the seminary he attempts studies in philosophy and theology. However Jean Marie does not give up, he accepts all kinds of humiliation, and in Grenoble, in 1815, at the age of twenty nine, at last he is ordained a priest.

He is made parish priest at Ars, in the diocese of Belley: hence the name Curé d'Ars. He was parish priest at Ars for about forty two years and his influence is still felt in the parish which he sanctified with his apostolate. He helps the parish to flourish with effective preaching, mortification, prayer, works of charity. He spends hours in the confessional listening to numerous souls who seek his help. His devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary, the Rosary and the Eucharist is admirable. 

Exhausted by his work, wasted due to fasting and penance, in 1859 he ends his days in the embrace of the Lord. Even before Pius XI inscribes his name in the register of the Saints in 1925 and proclaims him patron saint of the clergy, Ars had already become a place of pilgrimage. The example which Jean Marie leaves to priests is that saintliness is possibile in the ordinary ministry. Jean Marie did nothing exceptional, he simply lived every moment of his life as a man of God. 

Here is what he wrote: «Remember, my children: the treasure of the Christian is not here on earth, it is in heaven. Our thoughts should be there where our treasure is. This is the splendid task of man: to pray and to love. To pray and to love, is man's happiness on earth. Prayer is simply union with God. When the heart is pure and united with God, filled with sweetness which inebriates, it is purified by a light which spreads mysteriously around it. In this intimate union, God and the soul are similar to two pieces of wax fused together which no one can separate. How sweet is this union between God and his little creature! Such happiness is not easily understood. We had become unworthy of prayer. However God in his goodness allowed us to speak to Him. Our prayer is like incense pleasing to God. My children, your heart is small, but prayer dilates it making it capable of loving God. Prayer is a foretaste of heaven, something which comes down to us from heaven. It never leaves us without sweetness. It is honey poured into the soul sweetening everything. If we pray well, our troubles melt away like snow in the sun. Prayer makes time pass swiftly, the happiness is so great that we no longer feel the length of time. Listen: when I was parish priest at Bresse replacing for a while one of my confreres who were nearly all ill, I often had to walk long distances; so I prayed and time, you can be certain, was never long. Some people dive into prayer like a fish into the waves, because they are so devoted to the good Lord. There is no division in their heart».

Special Indulgence for the Year of the Priesthood

APOSTOLIC PENITENTIARY

DECREE

Special Indulgence for the Year for Priests

As has been announced, the Holy Father Benedict XVI has decided to establish a special Year for Priests on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the death of St John Mary Vianney, the holy Curé d'Ars, a shining model of a Pastor totally dedicated to the service of the people of God. During the Year for Priests which will begin on 19 June 2009 and will end on 19 June 2010, the gift of special Indulgences is granted as described in the Decree of the Apostolic Penitentiary, published on 12 May. Shortly the day will come on which will be commemorated the 150th anniversary of the pious departure to Heaven of St John Mary Vianney, the Curé d'Ars. This Saint was a wonderful model here on earth of a true Pastor at the service of Christ's flock. Since his example is used to encourage the faithful, and especially priests, to imitate his virtues, the Supreme Pontiff Benedict XVI has established that for this occasion a special Year for Priests will be celebrated, from 19 June 2009 to 19 June 2010, in which all priests may be increasingly strengthened in fidelity to Christ with devout meditation, spiritual exercises and other appropriate actions. This holy period will begin with the Solemnity of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, a day of priestly sanctification on which the Supreme Pontiff will celebrate Vespers in the presence of the holy relics of St John Mary Vianney, brought to Rome by the Bishop of Belley-Ars, France. 

The Most Holy Father will likewise preside at the conclusion of the Year for Priests in St Peter's Square, in the presence of priests from across the world who will renew their fidelity to Christ and the bond of brotherhood. 

May priests commit themselves, with prayer and good works, to obtaining from Christ the Eternal High Priest, the grace to shine with Faith, Hope, Charity and the other virtues, and show by their way of life, but also with their external conduct, that they are dedicated without reserve to the spiritual good of the people something that the Church has always had at heart. 

The gift of Sacred Indulgences which the Apostolic Penitentiary, with this Decree issued in conformity with the wishes of the August Pontiff, graciously grants during the Year for Priests will be of great help in achieving the desired purpose in the best possible way. 

A. Truly repentant priests who, on any day, devoutly recite at least morning Lauds or Vespers before the Blessed Sacrament, exposed for public adoration or replaced in the tabernacle, and who, after the example of St John Mary Vianney, offer themselves with a ready and generous heart for the celebration of the sacraments, especially Confession, are mercifully granted in God the Plenary Indulgence which they may also apply to their deceased brethren in suffrage, if, in conformity with the current norms, they receive sacramental confession and the Eucharistic banquet and pray for the Supreme Pontiff's intentions. Furthermore the Partial Indulgence is granted to priests who may apply it to their deceased confreres every time that they devoutly recite the prayers duly approved to lead a holy life and to carry out in a holy manner the offices entrusted to them. 

B. The Plenary Indulgence is granted to all the faithful who are truly repentant who, in church or in chapel, devoutly attend the divine Sacrifice of Mass and offer prayers to Jesus Christ the Eternal High Priest, for the priests of the Church, and any other good work which they have done on that day, so that he may sanctify them and form them in accordance with His Heart, as long as they have made expiation for their sins through sacramental confession and prayed in accordance with the Supreme Pontiff's intentions: on the days in which the Year for Priests begins and ends, on the day of the 150th anniversary of the pious passing of St John Mary Vianney, on the first Thursday of the month or on any other day established by the local Ordinaries for the benefit of the faithful. It will be most appropriate, in cathedral and parish churches, for the same priests who are in charge of pastoral care to publicly direct these exercises of devotion, to celebrate Holy Mass and to hear the confession of the faithful. 

The Plenary Indulgence will likewise be granted to the elderly, the sick and all those who for any legitimate reason are confined to their homes who, with a mind detached from any sin and with the intention of fulfilling as soon as possible the three usual conditions, at home or wherever their impediment detains them, provided that on the above-mentioned days they recite prayers for the sanctification of priests and confidently offer the illnesses and hardships of their lives to God through Mary Queen of Apostles. 

Lastly, the Partial Indulgence is granted to all the faithful every time they devoutly recite five Our Fathers, Hail Marys and Glorias, or another expressly approved prayer, in honour of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, to obtain that priests be preserved in purity and holiness of life. This Decree is valid for the entire duration of the Year for Priests. Anything to the contrary notwithstanding. 

Given in Rome, at the Offices of the Apostolic Penitentiary on 25 April, the Feast of St Mark the Evangelist, in the year of the Incarnation of our Lord 2009. 

Cardinal James Francis Stafford 

Major Penitentiary 

Catholic priests in the world: statistics 

From the Catholic Church's Year Book of Statistics, 31 December 2007

	Continents
	priests


	diocesan 
	religious

	Africa
	34,658 
	23,154 
	11,504 

	America
	121,495
	79,654 
	41,841 

	Asia
	52,802 
	30,991 
	21,811

	Europe
	194,393 
	135,971 
	58,422 

	Oceania
	4,676 
	2,661
	2,015

	total
	408,024 
	272,431
	135,593


	Continent
	persons per priests
	Catholics per priest

	Africa
	27,230
	4,759 

	America
	7,469
	4,680

	Asia
	50,432
	2,290

	Europe
	3,636
	1,457

	Oceania
	7,312
	1,931

	total
	12,879
	2,810


Interview with Monsignor Massimo Camisasca

Superior General of the Priestly Fraternity  

of the Missionaries of St Charles Borromeo
Monsignor Camisasca, you are Superior General of a Fraternity of missionary priests. As such, you reside in Rome, rather than in what one would term a 'mission territory'. What in your opinion is the significance of being a missionary?

Our mission is never defined by the place in which we lives; one can be a missionary and not live in Africa or China. One can be a missionary in Rome or in Bologna. Far from being defined by geographical distance, Christian mission is a position of our being.

Today my mission drives me to relate to the priests whom God has entrusted to my care: to feel their life, part of mine. I want to meet them, speak with them, devote my time and energies to them, to try to share my sixty years of experience, especially the last thirty years of maturity, to indicate the way, to help them on their journey. My mission is also to listen to those who bring me their queries, their trials, sometimes even tragedies. In this regard I recall what Jesus said about his mission, an expression which we should make our own concretely: «I have come to heal the sick».

What allowed me in these thirty years to travel so widely, to feel the need to write, to telephone, to shoulder the burden of our 'houses' (as San Carlo Fraternity calls its “missions” author's note) as they rose up? This did not depend on any special gift of mine. Mission makes use of our talents, but it is not born of the gifts we have received.

Of what is mission born?

My mission towards others is made possible by my acceptance of the mission which God works through me. I am able to reach out to others (certainly also physically, towards persons, their experiences and expectations,) because God comes towards me; this has been a continuation of God's coming towards me, as far as a man is able to continue the steps of God. Therefore in all history there has been no more illuminating event than that of the Annunciation. In that precise moment in time, God moved from his immense infinite world, to a little room in Nazareth and from that moment on He has moved unceasingly towards human persons and through human persons. Not by chance, after the Angel's announcement, Mary immediately felt compelled to visit Elisabeth. When we sincerely accept God's moving towards us, this compels us to go to others, to carry to them the initiative which has reached us and open the ways which lead to God. There can be no other foundation for mission in Christianity or in the Church. Any different vision of mission unhinges it, causing it to degenerate into social work, activism, a human need to be at the centre of attention.

The latter part of the Gospel of John, stresses this theme of God dwelling in us: «I will come to you» . In those moments Jesus was taking the last step of his descent towards us, which was also the first step of his ascent: his death on the Cross. God comes to us so that through us he can go towards others.

In your opinion what moments better describe the point of encounter between God's moving to reach us and our moving to reach others?

The first point of encounter between God's coming to man and man becoming a missionary and an apostle is when we listen to God. This fundamental position we learn from Mary. Listening to God contains a dimension of passivity, which is simply willingness to let God lead the way. However, listening is also activity: my whole being is mobilised to welcome the One who comes. On reading again the chapter in which St Luke in his Gospel narrates the event of the Annunciation, we find all these indications. The first moment of mission towards another person is to listen to that person, but this is only possible to the extent that we welcome God and listen to Him. Listening to God is neither pure passivity nor spiritual evasion. It does not mean shutting myself in my little room to listen in silence to what God has to tell me. This is only the moment of listening.

Listening is much more: it is a permanent position of life, it is begging God to show himself in day to day events. The request «Come, Lord Jesus»  which concludes the whole of Revelation is the request which reveals the whole position of our being, and it contains the significance of our ministry. «Dying you destroyed our death, rising you restored our Life, Lord Jesus, come in glory» . Unless the request for his coming is within and belongs to what I do, there can no real position of heart. Mission stems from the request for Christ to show himself in my life. Listening to God digs a space in me in which I can listen to others. This is not a formula, it is something concrete: it is not easy to listen to other sincerely, it can be tiring and tedious, especially when it means answering needs. Listening does not only means hearing with our ears, it is a process which digs into you. It is only in the space of listening to God that we can begin to learn how to listen to others. Listening to God means tuning in to the closest vicinity and to the furthest distance. 

Let try to  identify ourselves with the experience of Mary. Certainly, accustomed as she was at the school of Holy Scripture, meditation, pondering the Old Testament, for Mary listening was her habitual, daily position. One day the Angel of the Lord comes to her and announces: “you will be the mother of the one who is awaited, the Messiah, whom you will name Jesus, because he is the saviour”. She replies: “how can this happen? Joseph and I have decided not to have intercourse, in order to be that new point of all Israel which is virginity”. "That is of no importance” the angel replies. Then as the months pass, as every mother, she feels her child growing within her. In the meantime people begin to jeer at her, the “little saint” now profaned, as she worries what to say to Joseph, her parents, her companions. Do you realise now of the physicalness of this otherness of God for this woman?! Mary was the pupil of the Most High, she experienced in her blood that to become familiar with God means experiencing the solitude of extreme distance. 

The second moment?

To listen to God is not enough, we must enter his work. Reading the Gospels we note that Jesus uses frequently the word “do”. This is not exaltation of activism, instead it emphasis that it is not enough to simply listen to God: we must allow ourselves to be involved in his work. “Not he who calls, Lord, Lord,  but he who does the will of my Father”. For Christ to “do” means to enter in the person of the Father with His whole being. 

This movement of Christ reaches us today through the sacramental logic of life, which is simply to enter with our whole being into the person of the Father. How can we be born again?  Through sacraments, especially baptism. Thanks to baptism we enter the working of the Father while still here on earth. The Eucharist performs a baptism day after day. The Eucharist is a daily baptism, because day after day it works baptism. Think of grapes: not every grape on earth becomes the blood of Christ, just as not every ear of corn becomes the body of Christ. Only an infinitely small quantity is chosen. Nevertheless through that grape and through that ear of wheat, the entire creation becomes part of the reality of the Father, in other words, it is sanctified. This is the point which I wish to emphasise: we should  never feel any distance between things and the sacraments, facts and the sacraments, persons present in life and the sacraments. Opening to God is the condition for discovering the working of God in others, of being the channel for God's working in others. In the Eucharist, God allows us to share in his new creation so that we work differently, think differently, see things differently. In the same way, through the provocation of things, events, persons, God leads us ever more deeply into the mystery of his body.

The third path I would indicate is similar to the second. To be able to speak to others we must receive from God his teaching about life. We cannot speak, teach, announce Christ to others unless we are illuminated by God. This is the meaning of meditation on Sacred Scripture. Through Scripture we receive the very life of Christ. Sacred Scripture is no ordinary text. It is a text born of the living experience of the community from which it originated. Therefore to enter this text we must listen to the Spirit speaking through the Church. There is continuity, circularity, between Sacred Scripture and my experience in the Church community: we can only understand Scripture if we participate in the life of the Church. What is more, without continual meditation on Scripture, life is impoverished, it loses its intelligence, it becomes inanimate.

The fourth moment…

The Spirit desires to create everything new through our mission. God say this quite clearly through Isaiah: «I am creating something new, do you not see?» . He renews always. He makes new everything he touches, because He is new. His newness consists in the fact that He is permanently present; He is never fully past or fully future. This means we cannot be missionaries unless we are willing to be led towards new horizons, new creations. Our willingness must be more than a romantic dream, as on our first day at the seminary we think “I will go to Africa or to Asia …”. Our romantic dream should not give way to  the desert of scepticism, instead it should make room for willingness which is sincere, courageous, trustful, founded on God's faithfulness. 

God is mystery because He is always new. This demands continual mobilisation of our spirit since God is always ahead of us. He will not let us cling to the experience of the past, like Mary Magdalene who wanted the Risen Jesus to be the Jesus of before. But Jesus tells her: “I must go to the Father, I am different now. You cannot keep me within the categories in which you knew me before. I do not mean that what you experienced was not truly me, but now things are new. You must accept to consider me in a new way ”.

This means Jesus demands of us elasticity, simplicity, poverty of spirit, what He calls “becoming like children”, the condition for entering the Kingdom of God. A child lives entirely in the present and if you propose something new which he finds attractive it is all in this new present. It is a question of willingness to follow the elusive. The Latin verb comprehendo can be translated also as “grasp" . Therefore the famous words of St Augustine  «Si comprehendis, non est Deus»  can be understood as: “if you think you have grasped it, it is not God”. He who accepted to be enclosed in the womb of a woman, can never be enclosed within our conceptual limits.

Interview with Archbishop Mauro Piacenza

Secretary of the Congregation for the Clergy

Archbishop Piacenza, in your opinion, what prompted Benedict XVI to announce a Year of the Priesthood?

The Holy Father, quite naturally, has at heart the life, the spirituality, the sanctification and the mission of priests. The plenary of our Congregation for the Clergy, and it was during our Audience with the Pope that this Year was announced, had as its title: «The missionary identity of the priest in the Church, an intrinsic dimension of the exercise of the tria munera». In our day it is urgent and necessary, to remind both priests and the holy people of God of the beauty, the importance and the indispensability of the priestly ministry in the Church for the Salvation of the world.

A year devoted to rediscovering and pondering the meaning of the Catholic priesthood, broadening the spaces for prayer for and with priests, cannot fail to be good for the mission of the Church, which precisely in the ordained ministry, sees the expression of one of her essential, “marks” which we proclaim during the Sunday creed: Apostolic.

The Year of the Priesthood has been called to coincide with the 150th anniversary the death of St Jean Marie Vianney. Tell us about the figure of the priest, the Curé d'Ars?

The Curé d'Ars was first of all a priest of Jesus Christ, and it is truly in the imitation of Christ, High Priest and in the missionary undertaken in his name that pastoral charisma is revealed. Christ unifies the Saint, through baptismal and priestly graces. Saint Jean Marie Vianney was “fully a priest” in his every decision, every deed, in his whole being, and of this he was fully aware! This profound union enables him to be with the Lord in the Garden of Olives, during his Passion and on the Cross. He is aware that, as a priest, he is a privileged tool (hence his great sense of responsibility) for leading the world to God.

A disciple of Christ, he was fully a son of the Church, from whom he received much and to whom he gave everything, always a humble, obedient son, free and demanding.

The life of the holy Curé d'Ars was marked by the theological virtues. A life resplendent in faith, lived heroically; a faith both begged for and limpid, rooted in the depth of his being and his life. He was a man of hope par excellence, his eyes set on heaven, with Eternity as his ultimate horizon. He showed boundless charity for others whom he loved for and through love for God. Besides the three great virtues, the Gospel counsels also represented a fundamental element of the spirituality of the Curé d'Ars. He lived them fully and from them drew strength for his mission. Although not a religious, a member of an Institute, he lived them in a manner which was not only exemplary, it was heroic! Poverty, chastity and obedience were the lights of his life.

What priestly 'image' does the Pope propose today with the celebration of this Year?

The same image as ever! The image proposed by the Church and by genuine doctrine and which find splendid synthesis in the Gospel figure of the Good Shepherd. Certainly today, with marked differences between the secularised and relativist West and other parts of the world where the sense of the Sacred is still strong, even the priestly ministry experiences certain temptations which, with the help of this Year, it will be necessary to start correcting. I am thinking for example of the temptation to activism, experienced by no few priests, who, might appear to be heroic in their total dedication, yet not rarely they actually endanger their vocation and the effectiveness of their apostolate, if they are not stable in that vital relationship with Christ which is nourished with silence, prayer, Lectio Divina and above all daily celebration of Mass, Eucharistic adoration and the Holy Rosary. The Holy Father himself, has reminded priests «no one proclaims himself in the first person, but within and through his own humanity every priest must be well aware that he is bringing to the world Another, God himself. God is the only treasure which ultimately people desire to find in a priest.» (Benedict XVI, speech, 16/03/2009).

How will the Year of the Priesthood be lived?

The Year of the Priesthood, as the Holy Father desires, will be not “only for priests”, it is for the whole Church. Each and every member is called to rediscover in the light of missionary tension, the greatness of the gift which the Lord has left us in the ministerial priesthood!

In this direction we have the splendid title for the Year chosen by the Holy Father: “Faithful to Christ, faithful to the priesthood”, which points to the primacy of grace, as we find in the First Letter of John: «We love because He loved us first» (1Jn 4,19) and at the same time indispensable is cordiale adhesion of loving freedom, which remembers that, the name of love is always: “faithfulness!”.

The event is not to be spectacular instead it should be lived as a time of interior renewal and joyous rediscovery of priestly identity, brotherhood and sacramental relationship with one's own Bishop.

What fruits will the Year of the Priesthood offer the Church?

Whatever the Lord wills! Certainly the Year of the Priesthood will be an important opportunity to express renewed gratitude and wonder to the Lord who “on the night he was betrayed” (1 Cor 11,23), instituted the ministerial Priesthood, binding it inseparably to the Eucharist, source and summit of the life of the Church.

It will be, then, a Year in which to rediscover the beauty and the importance of the priesthood, of every single priest, and of increasing awareness of this among the holy people of God: consecrated men and women, Catholic families, the sick, and above all, young people so sensitive to great ideals, lived with authentic zeal and unswerving faithfulness. The Holy Father recalled in his announcement: «It seems urgent to recover that awareness that has always been at the heart of the Church's mission, which impels priests to be present, identifiable and recognisable both for their judgement of faith, for their personal virtues as well as for the habit, in the contexts of culture and of charity. ». The Year of the Priesthood aims to foster and to implore from the Spirit these fruits of visible presence!

________________________________________________________________________________
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