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The Essence of Priestly Ministry

There is a point where the lives of God’s people and the ministry of His priests converge in a
perfect unity. And precisely at this point, the priestly ministry is seen for what it really is in its most
profound essence.

This point is, simultaneously, the consummation of the spiritual sacrifice offered to God by
His people and the consummation of the priestly ministry. It is a summit, a point of unity, in which
the ministry of reconciliation achieves its purpose.

Vatican Il expresses these truths in this way:

“Through the ministry of priests, the spiritual sacrifice of the faithful is
consummated in union with the sacrifice of Christ, the only Mediator, which, until
the Lord Himself comes, is offered by their hands in the Eucharist in an un-bloody
and sacramental way in the name of the whole Church. Towards this the priestly
ministry tends, and in this it is consummated.” (PO 2)

In other words, the priestly ministry itself achieves its consummation in the very offering of
the liturgical worship in which the spiritual worship of the faithful is consummated. In this
consummation the true nature of the ministry is clearly manifest, for a thing is always best known in
its fulfillment.

To understand the nature of the priestly ministry, therefore, we must consider more closely the
spiritual sacrifice of the faithful.

The Spiritual Sacrifice

The spiritual sacrifice is symbolized by the bread and wine of the offertory, fruit of the earth
and work of human hands, which will be consecrated as the Body and Blood of Christ, and
consummated in the charity and union of the faithful. Thus, the lives and the work of the faithful
are consummated in communion with God in communion with one another, in Christ Jesus.

For the bread and wine, “work of human hands,” are the symbol of man’s daily life, of his
work and its fruits, of his use and enjoyment of these fruits. All this, says St. Paul, is to be offered
to God as a spiritual sacrifice: “Brothers, I beg you through the mercy of God to offer your bodies
as a living sacrifice holy and acceptable to God, your spiritual worship.” (Romans 12:1)

In Pauline terminology, “body” really means the whole living person. One’s very self, one’s
whole life and all that one does, all that one produces and uses and enjoys, all this is the spiritual
sacrifice, the gift to God, which is consummated in the Eucharistic sacrifice.

However, the only “work of human hands,” the only human activity which can be
consummated in the sacrifice of Christ, is that which is inspired by love and rendered as a service.
That is why St. Paul, in the rest of Romans Chapter 12, describes the spiritual sacrifice in terms of
mutual love and service.

To show that all human activity should be a service of love in Christ, Father Congar writes:
“You should not say of a shoemaker that he makes shoes, but that he keeps Christians shod.... To
‘make shoes’ refers only to production and implies that the maker’s only aim is his personal
profit.”* But one’s craft or one’s profession, and all the goods and property produced and acquired

! Yves Congar, A Gospel Priesthood. New York: Herder & Herder, 1967, p. 95
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by it, have a purpose beyond all personal advantage. Everything is a service; everything is a
ministry.

In the French language in which Congar wrote, the word for craft or trade or business or
profession is métier. The word métier evolved from the Latin ministerium, ministry or service.
Every human work is a ministry, a service, and it ought to be rendered in love and communion. All
human life and work should find its consummation and fulfiliment in this love and communion.

Thus, even the natural bread and wine a man eats and drinks needs to be transformed into the
gift of self in love. For his food and drink is changed into vital energy. But the energy of life
should be expended only in love or in what tends towards love, for only love is the fullest
expression of life. Therefore, our daily bread, fruit of the earth and work of human hands, must be
transformed into the gift of self in love and mutual service; and this is the spiritual sacrifice which is
acceptable to God.

Earth has given and human hands have made the bread which we offer at Mass, and therefore,
we said, this bread fittingly symbolizes man’s work in which he expresses his life as he develops
God’s creation. The wine we offer is called “fruit of the vine and work of human hands,” and this
description expresses a progression of thought over the description of the bread. For the bread is
said to come from the earth and from man’s work and thus suggests the natural element in the
spiritual sacrifice we offer. But the words “fruit of the vine” immediately make us think of Jesus,
who said, “I am the true vine, ” (John 15:1) and therefore, suggest the divine element of our
spiritual sacrifice.

For human work and activity, and the fruit they produce from the riches of the earth, are
consecrated only by love. They are sanctified only when rendered as a service of love. This love is
poured into our hearts in the precious blood of Jesus, the fruit of the true vine. This love is
nourished with divine energy only by the bread, which is His body.

If, then, natural food provides the vital energy expended in our loving service of others, the
divine love expressed in this service can come only from the Bread of Life, Jesus Himself. The
Body and Blood of Christ, consecrated bread and wine, fruit of the earth and work of human hands,
are transformed into the energy of pure charity; and this produces the “fruit which remains, ” the
communion of God’s people with Him and with one another. (John 15:16) The spiritual sacrifice is
completed in this loving communion.

“The spiritual sacrifice,” says Vatican II, “is consummated in union with the sacrifice of
Christ through the ministry of the priest.” (PO 2) Does this mean that the priest consummates the
sacrifice? No, through his ministry it is consummated by those whose minister he is.

The minister is the servant of Christ and of His people. Christ and His people together
consummate the sacrifice. In doing this, Christ works through His servant, the priestly minister,
serving His people through him. And through that same minister, the people work with Christ.
Through the ministry of the priest, in one united action, the people consummate the spiritual
sacrifice in Christ and Christ consummates it in the people, in such a way that the love and
communion, which is the fullness of the sacrifice, is the fulfillment of Christ’s own sacrifice of love
on the cross.

What is the nature of the service rendered by the minister in bringing about this fulfillment?
The priestly service is the work of Christ Himself precisely as Head of His Church, forming His
own sacrifice in His living members. Through the action of His priestly minister, Christ is present
and active in His Church precisely as Head, communicating His own life and action to His Body.
For the priestly minister is a living sacrament of Christ the Head, he is a sign and presence of the
Head to His Body.
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For “by the anointing of the Holy Spirit,” says Vatican II, “the sacrament of Holy Orders
marks a Christian “with a special character “which configures him to Christ the Priest, empowering
him to act in the Person of Christ the Head. The priestly office, one with the Episcopal Order,
shares in the authority by which Christ Himself builds up, sanctifies and rules His Body.” (PO 2)

Therefore, when St. Paul says, “Offer your bodies,” your very persons, “as a living sacrifice,
your spiritual worship,” (Romans 12:1) we realize that our bodies which we offer are one body
with Christ, one living person with Him, the completion of His own Body which He offered on the
cross. The priest, servant of Christ the Head, acting in the person of the Head, labors in his entire
ministry, in everything he does, to build up the body of Christ, and to bring it as the spiritual
sacrifice to its consummation in the sacrifice of Jesus.

This he does, first, through the ministry of the Word, inspiring and directing the love and
service and unity in which the consummation consists. He does it also through the ministry of the
Sacraments, communicating this divine love to the people, above all in the gift of the Eucharistic
Body and Blood of Christ. He does it, to, through his whole pastoral ministry by building up the
Christian community; and this community is itself the spiritual sacrifice, which is consummated in
the Eucharistic sacrifice.

“The formation of a genuine Christian community,” says Vatican II, “is a proper function of
the pastoral ministry.” (PO 6) “No Christian community can be built up, however, unless it has its
root and its center in the celebration of the Most Holy Eucharist, in which all formation in the spirit
of community must begin. If this celebration is to be sincere and complete, it must lead to various
works of charity and mutual help, as well as to missionary activity and to different forms of
Christian witness.” (PO 6)

All of this is the spiritual sacrifice of God’s people, which the priest helps to prepare by his
ministry and which is consummated in the Eucharistic sacrifice. The spiritual sacrifice is the
Christian community itself. The community is the expression of the communion with God in
communion with one another, which is the fruit of everyone’s gift of self in love.

The Eucharistic celebration is both source and consummation of this spiritual sacrifice, this
communion in love. Without the ministry of the priest there can be no Eucharistic sacrifice, there
can be no preparation and no consummation of the spiritual sacrifice. The priestly ministry thus
plays a truly indispensable role, for through this ministry Christ Himself is present and active
precisely as Head, building up His body as one living sacrifice in union with His own offering on
the Cross.

The Eucharistic sacrifice, we said, is both source and consummation of the spiritual sacrifice,
the communion in love.

Obviously it is the source, for only from the sacrifice of Christ flows the love which expresses
itself in the fullness of Christian community and apostolate. This love is the divine energy which
expresses itself in Christian service and missionary activity.

But the service and the activity is not the consummation of the spiritual sacrifice. It is, rather,
in the order of preparation. It pertains to the building up of the Body of Christ. It will be
consummated in the Eucharistic banquet.

When a man serves his fellowmen by his work, providing, for example, bread and butter, corn
and beef, oranges and grapes for the dinner table, he is preparing fruits to be enjoyed. His work
finds a certain consummation in this enjoyment. But the full joy of a meal does not come primarily
from the enjoyment of the food which is eaten. It comes from the love and friendship of those who
enjoy one another more than they enjoy the food.

When, therefore, a man makes his work a service of love, he is building up love and
communion, and the joy he finds in this communion is the full fruit of his love and work and
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service. If, then, the spiritual sacrifice which the Christian offers to God is his gift of self to this
fellowmen in love and service, the consummation of this offering consists in the joy of communion
in love, the fruits of this loving service. This fullness of communion and the joy it brings is
expressed above all in the Eucharistic banquet. The Eucharist is the celebration of the communion
in love which has been carefully prepared by the service in love, Christ’s service and ours.

Thus, the Eucharist, source of this love and service, is also its consummation, its joyous
fulfillment. The joy of full communion with God in communion with one another is the fruit of all
labors of love. The spiritual sacrifice, the service rendered in love, is consummated in thanksgiving
and in joy. It is completed in our Lord’s own thanksgiving to the Father, His thrill of joy that the
Father has revealed Himself to the little ones, and has adopted them as His children, His family of
love.

At His banquet of love, the Lord Jesus says, “No longer do I call you servants, but I call you
friends.” (John 15:15) You and your fellowmen are no mere servants of God caring for the earth,
developing its riches. Certainly, you are not developing it for your own profit alone. In working
the earth and all its resources you are preparing a celebration of love. In love you are serving one
another, using these resources. By your labors you are nourishing love and communion even more
than you are nourishing bodies. Therefore, your joy will be full when you celebrate the communion
you have developed.

I do not call you servants, but friends, children of God at home with me in our Father’s house,
at leisure to enjoy His presence, rejoicing to be with Him in communion with one another.

When, in reality, your daily work is a service of your fellowmen, inspired by love rather than
a pursuit of riches and merely personal advantage, you will find it easier to rest from your labors.
You will be free of the feverish competition which makes you work intensely to get ahead in the
world. You will be able to relax in the enjoyment of love and friendship. You will find joy on the
Lord’s Day, celebrating your friendship with God and with men in the Eucharistic banquet, which
you have prepared by your labor of love.

And all of this you have by the gift of God. The bread you offer, which earth has given and
human hands have made, the wine you bring, fruit of the vine and work of human hands, become
the Body and Blood of Christ. These nourish your life, transforming all your energy into divine
love, so that the work you go out to do will be a service of love. By this service you will build up
that communion in love which will be fully consummated in the heavenly banquet, celebrated in the
joy of the Lord.

Towards this consummation the whole ministry of the priest tends. Such is his métier, his
ministry or profession. In his person, Christ the Head, the Host of the heavenly banquet, is
presiding, directing the preparation of the banquet through the ministry of the Word, enlightening
and encouraging the participants for their ministry of service, communicating the divine love and
energy in the consecrated bread and wine of the feast, inspiring the joy which is expressed in the
festal music. And when his work is well done he can say with joyous truth: “Happy are they who
have been called to the wedding feast of the Lamb.” (Revelation 19:9)

Why, then, should we reject the name “priest,” when it so beautifully sums up the whole
pastoral ministry? “Priest” is no mere cultic term; it connotes the entire ministry of service in
building up the community of love.

©Fr. Paul Hinnebusch, O.P.: 0000-00-00 The Priesthood: The Essence of Priestly Ministry Page 4 of 4



