
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

YEAR FOR PRIESTS 
 

JUNE, 2009 - JUNE, 2010 
 
 
 

©
 M

C
za

rn
ec

ki
 2

00
9 

se
ra

ph
ic

re
st

or
at

io
ns

.c
om

 

ESSAYS BY THE FACULTY OF 
THE ATHENAEUM OF OHIO  

Mount St. Mary’s Seminary 
Lay Pastoral Ministry Program 
Special Studies 

ARCHDIOCESE OF CINCINNATI 

 



 
49 

 

The corollary also needs attention.  In the time of the Curé of Ars, no comprehensive sys-
tem existed for differentiating between sin and psychological disorders.  Traditional Catholic moral 
teaching always stated, as the Catechism of the Catholic Church states today, that “mortal sin re-
quires full knowledge and complete consent….  It also implies a consent sufficiently deliberate to 
be a personal choice” (1859).  Our understanding of “deliberate consent,” however, has deepened 
since the 19th century and we recognize that the “degrees of freedom” operative in an individual 
may be severely limited by factors such as addiction, past sexual abuse and trauma, or significant 
emotional disorders such as Major Depression, Bipolar Disorder, PTSD, or Personality Disorders. 
Just as an agnostic or atheistic therapist might direct a client to Confession to address issues of au-
thentic existential guilt and responsibility, so might a priest suggest to a penitent that, while the Sac-
rament brings God’s forgiveness for sins, the penitent may need to seek psychotherapy for emo-
tional issues better addressed outside the Confessional.  This option for priests was not available to 
John Vianney – for instance, when he sought to console the widow of a man who had committed 
suicide by jumping off a bridge.  Fr. Vianney could offer spiritual comfort (his vision that the man 
had repented before he died), but the priest could not refer to a grief support group nor direct the 
bereaved woman to a therapist trained in dealing with survivors of suicide. 

 
When priests take psychology seriously, they seek good up-to-date knowledge about human 

problems that may appear in the confessional but that may contain something that is “sin, but 
more than sin.”  Priests who so educate themselves would then also be better equipped to provide 
substantial and well-grounded catechesis about what the Sacrament of Reconciliation can do and 
what it cannot.  Has anyone recently heard a sermon on “the differences between therapy and Con-
fession,” or even a homily explaining why sin and emotional “issues” are complementary, not mu-
tually exclusive?  Could such a catechesis inspire more Catholics today to recover a “sense of sin” 
and to appreciate a value in the Sacrament that has been obscured for two generations?  The Curé 
of Ars was passionate about Confession, about helping persons feel a deep sorrow for their own 
sinfulness and turning, through grace, toward a merciful and loving God who then empowered 
them to embark on genuine behavioral change and the making of amends.  “Do we accord the 
same importance to the Sacrament of Reconciliation?  Are we ready to consecrate time to 
it?” (John Paul II, 1986). 

 
Asceticism, Faith Development, and Wholeness 

 
Even though the heresy of Jansenism had been condemned and had lost strength by the 

early 18th century, French Catholicism at the time of John Vianney still contained stubborn ele-
ments of this harsh spirituality.  We cannot reduce the saint’s attitude to this heresy, but neither can 
we ignore fundamental attitudes, especially early in his priestly career, that reflected a distorted 
sense of sin and an image of God that needed maturing.  As Pope John Paul II said: “It may be 
that some expressions and a severe tone were inspired in him by Jansenism.  Yet he was able to 
overcome this rigorism” (1986). 

 
From a developmental psychological perspective, John Vianney seems to have struggled 

with a profound sense of personal inadequacy and an exaggerated belief in his own moral failings 
and sinfulness.  The young priest would have been characterized by Freud as having an 
“unforgiving, punitive Superego.”  This emerged, through the mechanism of projection, in Fr. Vi-
anney’s early homilies, in one of which he declares that his parishioners are committing “dozens of 
mortal sins” by their inattention during Sunday Mass (Vianney, 1995, 146).  Likewise, he is said to 
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have withheld absolution from a young teenage girl for six years until she stopped attending the 
village dances (Trochu, 1927/1977, 159). 

 
No aspect of John Vianney’s life is more troubling for a psychotherapist than his austere 

asceticism and extreme penances.  Imagine that a 35-year old man were brought to the local emer-
gency room in restraints by the police.  The attending psychiatrist pieces together a case history: the 
man lives alone and works 20-hour days; he deliberately restricts his daily food intake to under 
1,000 calories, sometimes living for days on a rotten potato and a glass of milk; he sleeps but two 
hours a night; and he came to the emergency room only after his housekeeper called 911 upon 
finding the man slumped on the floor against a wall, blood all over the room because he had been 
beating himself with a leather thong into which he had tied sharp bits of metal and glass.  The psy-
chiatrist further discovers that, at night, the patient has been having conversations with what he 
believes to be a devil and that he hears the demon taunting him and saying hateful things about 
him. A contemporary clinician would certainly place such an individual on a 72-hour psychiatric 
hold to assess suicidal lethality; and likely would render a diagnosis such as “Major Depression, se-
vere, with psychotic features.” 

 
Obviously, such a diagnosis misses the central truth about John Vianney, that he was pas-

sionately consumed with a desire to serve God with his entire self, even if he temporarily turned 
down blind alleys on the journey of faith.  To discuss the Curé of Ars in these psychological terms 
is not at all meant to detract from his sanctity.  But we must look squarely at aspects of the still-
immature John Vianney and discern the distorted thinking and attitudes that were transformed by 
God’s grace as Vianney grew toward greater integration and wholeness in Christ.  A plausible per-
spective is to view the Curé of Ars as being gradually healed, in the course of his life journey, from 
his Jansenistic self-abasement and his unrealistically negative self-concept.  Our contemporary cul-
ture cries out for a renewed asceticism, but it must be a mode of self-denial and penance free from 
psychological dysfunction and an unhealthy image of God.  It would be a mistake simply to imitate 
the external mortifications of the younger John Vianney.  

 
The Curé of Ars also spent himself in the “penance of the confessional.”  He who vigor-

ously admonished his parishioners to set aside the Sabbath for rest did not himself take time off for 
walks in nature or recreation, much less for a vacation.  He even had difficulty making time for an 
annual retreat.  Would he have been less of a saint had he taken a sabbatical at some time during 
his 41 years at Ars?  What is the cumulative negative impact on one’s ministry of a “24/7” model 
of availability?  On the other hand, neither priests nor therapists can effectively be of service with a 
9-to-5 mentality.  We can look around at the example of many single mothers who never have the 
luxury of a regular day off from parenting responsibilities.  What is the proper balance between a 
healthy self-care and the call to spend ourselves in service of others? 

 
At age 54, Fr. Vianney was exhausted by his schedule and the constant stream of pilgrims 

to Ars.  He only wanted to go off to a monastery, to have solitude and “weep for my poor life.”  At 
the developmental stage of midlife, a life-altering event occurred that radically transformed his 
manner of doing ministry.  Fr. Vianney came into possession of  Alphonsus Liguori’s Moral Theology 
and Guide for Confessors.  These texts systematically outlined a more compassionate approach to hu-
man sinfulness and encouraged confessors to move away from an excessive rigorism influenced by 
Jansenism.  From this point onwards, notes Vianney’s biographer (Trochu, 1927/1977, 314), his 
message focused more and more, as Pope John Paul II noted, “on the attractive side of virtue and 
on the mercy [and tenderness] of God” (1986).  
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Another indication of spiritual transformation at midlife emerged in this time period.  

Within five years of reading and absorbing St. Alphonsus’ book, John Vianney rarely experienced 
the nighttime demonic “infestations” which had troubled him for more than 20 years.  Is it a coin-
cidence that the emergence of a more merciful and compassionate image of God also had the re-
sult of banishing the power of evil?  If these infestations were at least in part, from a psychological 
perspective, harsh and negative introjects directly correlated with John Vianney’s sense of inade-
quacy and failure, can we not see God’s grace in the transformation of this inner darkness into a 
greater trust in God’s redemptive love? 

 
Individual Pastoral Care & Social Justice 

 
Fr. Vianney vigorously addressed sin in the confessional, and for this he is justly famous. 

This fact could overshadow an equally important commitment on his part to fighting what today 
we call “social” or “systemic” sin.  In this context, even his ascetical practices and self-mortification 
can be seen in a new light. 

 
What are we to make today of the Curé’s fierce opposition to dancing and taverns?  In 

1818, when Fr. Vianney arrived in Ars, there were 40 households – and 4 taverns.  The young 
priest identified these drinking establishments as a fundamental source of poverty in the village.  
He condemned dances because of the associated sexual activity and because of the way in which 
these events dominated the consciousness of young people.  In today’s culture, we might make as-
sociations to internet pornography, popular music charged with explicit sexual content, and both 
online and casino gambling.  The Curé of Ars took a prophetic stance toward these cultural forces 
that did not respect the integrity and freedom of the human person.  He was ridiculed for this posi-
tion and his enemies tried to bring him down with false accusations of sexual misconduct. 

 
On another front, John Vianney recognized another pressing social problem.  In post-

Revolutionary France, a time of social disintegration, thousands of young girls were homeless, or-
phaned, abandoned.  With his own funds, Vianney sent two young women from his parish to be 
trained as teachers and then established a boarding school, La Providence, which literally took 
homeless girls off the streets.  Those of us who have clinical experience with such children today 
know that most young women on the streets have been sexually victimized and traumatized, fre-
quently developing drug addictions as well, along with depression and various behavioral problems.  
This is not an easy population with which to work 

 
In all these social justice projects, the Curé of Ars made a point of recruiting laypeople to 

be his co-workers – the lady of the manor, Mlle. Des Garets, and Catherine Lassagne, his longtime 
associate and schoolteacher.  This example of solidarity and partnership spoke powerfully to our 
late Pope: “What I wish to emphasize is the ever-more-intense collaboration between priests and 
laity in the ministry” and the good priest “knows how to trust the laity in their own initia-
tives” (John Paul II, 1986). 

 
Within the context of the Gospel as fundamentally countercultural, the ascetical practices 

of the Curé of Ars can be viewed not as remnants of a medieval spirituality but as constitutive ele-
ments of the call to “act justly.”  “Give everything away;” said the Curé, “keep nothing for your-
self.”  Self-denial as a means of breaking psychological attachments and addictions has great value 
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for our modern world.  Asceticism here, then, would not mean self-annihilation or a self-
abasement bordering on the masochistic.  Asceticism would mean instead a radical freedom from 
any material good that might become a “god,” a “higher power.”  From today’s psychological un-
derstanding, we can view the Curé’s passionate efforts at self-denial as sometimes misdirected, but 
as fundamentally oriented toward a freer and deeper love of God and other human beings.  The 
Curé of Ars tackled personal sin and led sinners to conversion, but he also challenged his society to 
address systemic evil and sin, the structures and neglect that kept God’s little ones poor and vulner-
able.  

 
Contemporary therapists can reflect on Fr. Vianney’s example and honestly examine their 

consciences.  To what extent do we mental health professionals address the root social causes of 
the dysfunction and distress that we see in our offices?  Do we blend individual psychotherapy in 
our careers with a commitment to changing social structures and conditions that create and per-
petuate individual dysfunction? 

 
Continuing Formation of the Minister 

 
John Vianney’s academic shortcomings may have been exaggerated, but it did take him 

three tries to complete seminary training.  It would be a mistake, however, to label Fr. Vianney an 
anti-intellectual.  When he died, his library held 300-400 books on theology, preaching, and the 
spiritual life.  Every indication is that he had actually read them all!  From being a terrible student, 
he grew into a professional who highly valued education.  Somehow, in the midst of an extraordi-
narily busy apostolic schedule, the Curé of Ars made time every day to read.  How many priests or 
therapists can honestly say the same? 

  
More striking, as previously described, John Vianney absorbed what he read and applied 

contemporary theology to his pastoral practice.  He actually allowed his ministry to be modified by 
new perspectives, such as the ones he gained reading books by Alphonsus Liguori.  If therapists 
and priests were asked the last time they read a professional book that significantly influenced the 
way they do their work, what would the answer be? 

 
In our contemporary Catholic Church, clergy are strongly encouraged to participate in regu-

lar continuing education, but there is no systematic process to monitor compliance, nor are there 
any sanctions for not attending continuing education classes.  By contrast, mental health profes-
sionals will have their licenses suspended for failure to complete the minimum annual/biennial 
CEU requirements, and compliance is monitored through audits.   

 
But therapists should not feel superior because they accumulate more continuing education 

hours than the average parish priest.  The Curé of Ars also engaged in regular “case consultations” 
– i.e., his bishop over the years requested John Vianney’s opinion on over 200 difficult moral situa-
tions that arose for his priests around the diocese.  For his part, John Vianney also consulted with 
the bishop and other experienced clergy about complicated pastoral dilemmas.  I have done my 
own informal, unscientific survey of my professional colleagues regarding the extent to which they 
regularly utilize supervision.  Counselors in training are supervised nearly to death, having their 
counseling sessions videotaped, their documentation minutely scrutinized.  Once a mental health 
professional gains independent licensure, however, a point where supervision is no longer man-
dated by law, my survey results suggest that most therapists have no one to whom they regularly 
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bring samples of their work.  The act of presenting oneself to a peer or a senior practitioner re-
quires the humility of admitting that I might not be perfect, that I still have much to learn, that I 
could have blind spots.  Ongoing supervision, even after one has years of experience, provides an 
important safety mechanism.  Those therapists and clergy who get in trouble for various ethical 
lapses and boundary violations seem, in my experience, to be the “Lone Rangers” who lack 
“accountability partners.”  If the Curé of Ars, a saint, made a practice of consultation and regular 
ongoing education, might it not be wise for us decidedly unsaintly therapists and clergy to do the 
same?  We need “a kind of permanent formation that will deepen [our] theological, pastoral, and 
spiritual reflection” (John Paull II, 1986). 

 
Meditation, Prayer, and Self-Renewal 

 
“Some attribute too much to the effectiveness of external activity and stand ready and eager 

to immerse themselves in the hustle and bustle of the ministry, to their own spiritual detri-
ment” (John XXIII, 1959).  The example of the Curé of Ars highlights the centrality of a deep 
habit of prayer in order for the ministering person to offer any substantial aid to people in need.  
Over the course of John Vianney’s life, he spoke more and more of God being the source of all 
good works. Vianney’s early extreme asceticism, which he himself later called “my youthful folly,” 
may have been rooted in the mistaken belief that he could make himself into a saint through his 
own self-improvement projects, his own fierce self-denial.  But a spiritual truth is that we can never 
totally remove our own selfishness; it is “the good God” who gives us the grace to be charitable, 
generous, and merciful.  All helpers, clergy or therapists, need a deep interiority “lest we experience 
existential emptiness and the effectiveness of our ministry be compromised” (Benedict XVI, 2009). 

 
The Curé of Ars worked passionately to help his people grow in a greater reverence for li-

turgical prayer, especially the Eucharist.  But he also inspired his parishioners to develop a personal 
prayer life.  To what extent are Catholics given regular opportunities to learn how to pray?  I am 
dismayed, as a therapist, when a client expresses a desire for spiritual direction and guidance in 
prayer, and I am unable to refer them to a priest.  Priests cite their full schedules and their lack of 
formal training in spiritual direction as reasons why they cannot accept such referrals.  This comes 
paradoxically at a time when mental health professionals are endorsing the practice of meditation as 
an empirically validated treatment for certain serious personality disorders, depression, and anxiety. 
My clinical experience suggests that clients are hungry for a sense of interiority which will help 
them cope with daily challenges and to become more loving human beings.  It is somewhat trou-
bling that it might be easier to find a therapist to help them with interiority than a priest.  A chal-
lenging dimension for priests of the Curé of Ars’ life is to reflect honestly on the extent to which 
they intentionally set aside time to teach people to pray and guide them in spiritual growth. 

 
The challenge for therapists is equally daunting.  Counselors can lose sight of the fact that 

they are engaged in a process with clients that is spiritual as well as psychological.  Carl Jung re-
mains the great advocate within psychology of the importance of religious questions, particularly at 
midlife and onward.  Therapists, at least if my experience reflects that of my colleagues, will inevita-
bly encounter situations of such profound suffering and evil that no tidy therapeutic model will 
keep the therapist from being overwhelmed.  Cases that I have had in which children are sexually 
abused, or clients commit suicide, or families are fractured by violence – such clinical experiences 
have pushed me close to despair and an a deep sense of powerlessness.  Therapists must nurture 
some consistent spiritual practice that helps them to find meaning and hope in the face of devastat-
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ing human misery.  Unfortunately, the recent push toward brief therapy can cause us to fool our-
selves into slapping band-aids on that “existential emptiness” to which the Pope referred. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The Curé of Ars has much to say to contemporary helpers, clergy and therapists alike.  If 

we are careful to evaluate critically the aspects of his life that reflect a certain cultural milieu in rural 
France during the 19th century, we can still learn a great deal that applies to our contemporary 
world situation.  St. John Vianney’s example stands as a prophetic challenge to priests and counsel-
ors today in the areas of personal prayer, the integration of pastoral care and social justice, the need 
for ongoing formation and education, and a renewed model of asceticism that opens the individual 
to God’s grace as it unfolds through the life cycle. 

 
“Father of Mercy,You made St. John Vianney outstanding in his priestly zeal and concern 

for your people. By his example and prayers, enable us to win our brothers and sisters to the love 
of Christ…” 
 

Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
 

1. What are the biggest lessons from the life of the Curé of Ars that can be applied today? 
 
2. What are practical ways in which psychotherapy and the Sacrament of Reconciliation can com-

plement one another in pastoral practice? 
 
3. How can a renewed sense of sin and personal responsibility be integrated into our pastoral 

practice today? 
 
4. How can a person today practice self-denial and asceticism in a healthy manner? 
 
5. What would be some ways to integrate individual pastoral care with larger social justice issues in 

our contemporary society? 
 
6. What are the greatest needs that priests have in terms of ongoing formation and continuing 

education?  What are the needs of therapists for professional growth? 
 
7. How might parishes do a better job of helping people develop a personal prayer life? 
 
8. What are the core elements necessary for psychological and spiritual renewal and integration as 

one ministers to the needs of others? 
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John Henry Cardinal Newman 
Model for Catholic Priests 

 
Rev. Theodore C. Ross SJ 

 
This Church will never weaken so long as there are good priests and pastors to 
attend to the flock (St. Edmund Campion, S.J. prior to his cruel and barbaric 
martyrdom in 1581).   

 
 Cardinal Newman 300 years later gives the truth to Campion’s prophecy.  Not only Eng-
land, but the whole Church, was strengthened by the priesthood of this brilliant, sensitive, zealous 
priest.  
 
 May 2, 2010, is the day scheduled for the Beatification of John Henry Newman.  The date 
is aptly chosen – May 2 is the Feast of St. Athanasius, who was prominent in the Arian Contro-
versy of the 4th century.  St. Athanasius was a favorite of Newman, whose first published book was 
a brilliant analysis of this crucial theological battle which concerns the Divinity of Christ –  Is Christ 
God?  Athanasius played the most important role in defending Catholic Orthodoxy.   
 
 Beatification is the first major step towards sainthood.  Will Newman eventually be canon-
ized?  Who besides the Holy Spirit knows?  But an editorial in The Times on the occasion of New-
man’s death in 1890 gives the best answer:  “Whether Rome canonizes him or not, he will be can-
onized in the thoughts of pious people of many creeds in England.” 
 

Newman, the Saintly Genius 
 

 This great Catholic leader is a veritable litany of giftedness: 
 
• He is acknowledged to be one of the great literary giants of the English-speaking world.  Indi-
 viduals with no faith have studied Newman just for his mastery of language and style. 

 
• He read Latin and Greek as easily as English.  This made him a great authority on the Early 
 Church and the all-important Church Fathers. 

 
• Though he never considered himself a theologian, he pioneered many theological positions:  
 e.g. the development of doctrine; the proper position and place of the laity in the Church; the 
 brilliant distinction between real and notional assent, showing the distinction between Faith 
 and Theology; his insights into the meaning of inspiration in Sacred Scripture and historical-
 critical exegesis. 

 
• He was a brilliant poet.  His Dream of Gerontius has been compared to Dante’s Divine Comedy.  
 The great Elgar was delighted to put it to music. 

 
• Newman is considered by many to be the Father of Ecumenism.  His Letter to the Duke of Nor-
 folk is a brilliant analysis of conscience.  This work contains the famous, often-quoted line: 
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Certainly, if I am obliged to bring religion into after-dinner toasts (which indeed 
does not seem quite the thing), I shall drink to the Pope, if you please – still, to 
conscience first, and to the Pope afterwards. 

  
 He founded a Catholic university in Ireland, but this venture failed for a number of rea-
sons:  it was less than ten years after the Great Famine; he got no co-operation from the Irish bish-
ops who wanted a Catholic university in the first place, but, as it turned out, what they really 
wanted was a seminary while Newman wanted a university.  But his university venture did produce 
one of Newman’s greatest legacies:  The Idea of a University, brilliant lectures given to his faculty.  
This work is used especially today by Catholic educators searching for the identity of Catholic 
higher education.   
 
 Newman has the respect of the Catholic world from heretics to popes.   
 
• The Modernist Alfred Loisy maintained that Newman had the greatest mind in the Church 
 since Origen in the third century. 

 
• The brilliant Pope Pius XII said that Newman should be a “Doctor of the Church.” 

 
• Leo XIII made Newman a cardinal less than a year after he was elected Pope. 

 
• John Paul II wrote that Newman should be raised to the altar “if only for his courage and de-
 termination in the pursuit of truth.”  Our present Holy Father, Benedict XVI, wrote almost the 
 same thing in a letter to Trinity, Newman’s college in Oxford, praising “his disciplined commit-
 ment to the pursuit of religious truth.” 

 
Newman the Priest 

 
 A litany of giftedness!  Intellectual, writer, educator, poet, theologian, Churchman!  But be-
ing a priest was his greatest asset.  It was the underlying foundation for all his gifts.  So often his 
fame and respect are based on his brilliant mind and creative imagination.  But a closer study shows 
he was much more than these.  He was a Catholic priest of great sanctity and remarkable sensitiv-
ity.   

 
• When his closest friend Father Ambrose St. John died, Newman was inconsolable.  He threw 
 himself on the bed by the corpse and spent the night there.  He requested that he be buried in 
 the same grave as his friend. 

 
• Newman offered Mass every day for a week that his greatest enemy might be successful in of-
 fice. 

 
• People he loved treated him shabbily, Cardinal Manning, Father Frederick Faber, Cardinal Cul-
 len of Ireland.  Like Thomas Aquinas 600 years earlier, he was accused of innovation that chal-
 lenged Catholic Orthodoxy.  This hurt never caused him to love the Church less. 

 
 Newman loved Catholic Tradition.  He wrote and preached brilliantly defending Transub-
stantiation, Confession, Benediction, Devotion to our Blessed Mother and the Saints (especially St. 
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Philip Neri, founder of his community, the Oratorians).  He could go into an ecstasy of poetry on 
these topics and many others.  In his Discourses to Mixed Congregations he writes: 
 

Oh my dear Brethren, what joy and thankfulness should be ours, that God has 
brought us into the Church of His Son.  What gift is equal to it in the whole 
world in its preciousness and its rarity. 

 
To Think like Pascal, Write like Bossuet, Preach like Fenelon 

 
 With all his gifts, it is the pulpit where Newman has most to offer today’s priest.  Preaching 
today is not considered the forte of the average Catholic Priest, though it has improved a good 
deal.  Years ago Jacques Maritain made the comment:  “Thousands of sermons preached every 
Sunday and still the French keep their Faith.”  (Unfortunately this is no longer true – the French 
have lost their Faith.)  But Newman was most at home in the pulpit.  It seemed that all his gifts 
came together in his preaching.  Before his conversion, the authorities at Oxford were not happy 
with the content of his sermons.  In order to prevent the students listening to him, the different 
houses changed their dinner hour.  The students literally sacrificed their meals to listen to him. 
 
 His preaching was the source of many conversions to the Church of England before his 
conversion to Rome, and to Catholicism after his conversion.  William Church, eventually the fa-
mous Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, became a devout Anglican on hearing Newman’s 
Ventures in Faith, a classic of Newman’s Anglican period.  The most surprising compliment came 
from James Froude, brother of Newman’s closest friend at Oxford, Hurrell Froude.  James became 
a notorious anti-Catholic historian.  But in spite of this, he was attracted to Newman.  In his own 
words: 
 

I attended his church and heard him preach Sunday after Sunday; he is supposed 
to have been insidious, to have led his disciples on to conclusions to which he 
designed to bring them, while his purpose was carefully veiled.  He was on the 
contrary the most transparent of men.  He told us what he believed to be true.  
He did not know where it would carry him. 

 
 Even after he died, his sermons continued to impact people and change their lives.  Muriel 
Spark, the very popular novelist and satirist of the 1960’s and 1970’s (The Prime of Miss Jean Brody) 
wrote: 
 

It was by way of Newman that I turned Roman Catholic.  Not all the beheaded 
martyrs of Christendom, the ecstatic nuns of Europe, the five proofs of Aqui-
nas, or the pamphlets of my Catholic acquaintances, provided anything like the 
answers that Newman did. 

 
Newman the Saint 

 
 The world has known legions of men of genius, yet very few are saints.  Newman’s holiness 
was in his simplicity and his zeal.  When he was made Cardinal in 1879, he had a request he wanted 
to make to Leo XIII on that historical occasion.  He wanted to ask the Pope for a dispensation 
from the strict law of fasting for a sick lady so she might receive Holy Communion more fre-
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quently.  Very Rev. Klaus Dick, Auxiliary Bishop of Cologne, claims this incident is a touching ex-
ample of a feature of Newman that easily remains unnoticed when we focus on the great thinker 
and theologian.  Thanks to the publication of Newman’s Letters and Diaries, we see his pastoral sen-
sitivity, his attempts to console and to aid, his counseling on spiritual matters.  At the age of 76, he 
traveled some distance to visit a young mother who was seriously ill.  She had no profound theo-
logical problem to be clarified, but the everyday problems of wife and mother of seven children, 
whom she wanted to bring up in the Faith.  (Apparently Newman made an impression.  One of the 
sons entered the Society of Jesus.) 
 
 Another example of Newman’s pastoral sensitivity:  Sister Mary Dominica was one of 
Newman’s many converts and a Visitation nun who died at the age of 36.  Newman was heart-
broken.  He wrote to her mother:  “My dear Mrs. Bowden, she has no need of our prayers.  But I 
shall say many Masses for her, and name her in my daily Memento.  How joyful you must be amid 
your grief.  May we all die such deaths and leave such memories behind us.” 
 
 His greatest love was for the Mass.  In his book Loss and Gain, a novel based on Newman’s 
own conversion, he has Charles Reding say this:  “To me there is nothing so consoling, so piercing, 
so thrilling, so overcoming, as the Mass.  I could attend Masses forever, and not be tired….it is a 
great action, the greatest action that can be on earth.” 
 
 He has a special message for the Church of our day with the scandals and the lawsuits, the 
loss of faith, the exodus of priests and religious, the vocation crisis: 
 

The Church is ever militant; sometimes she gains, sometimes she loses; and 
more often she is at once gaining and losing in different parts of her territory.  
What is ecclesiastical history but a record of the ever-doubtful fortune of the 
battle, though the issue be not doubtful?  Scarcely are we singing Te Deum when 
we have to turn to our Misereres; scarcely are we in peace, when we are in perse-
cution; scarcely have we gained a triumph, when we are visited by a scandal; our 
griefs are our consolations; we lose Stephen to gain Paul, and Matthias replaces 
the traitor Judas (Historical Sketches, II, 1). 

 
 Newman suffered heroically when he converted to Catholicism.  He was often misunder-
stood.  He was the object of pettiness from members of the hierarchy.  The Church was simply not 
ready for him.  The 20th century was, and he became the “Invisible Leader of the Second Vatican 
Council.”  But with all that he suffered as a Catholic, Newman said it was worth it to be able to 
come home and pray before the Blessed Sacrament.  Only a priest filled with Faith and Piety can 
make a statement like that. 
 

Newman’s whole life had been one long controversy, and where there is no be-
ginning, there is likely to be no end (his obituary in The Times, August 12, 1890). 
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Theology of the Priesthood:   A Philosophical Prospectus 
 

Rev. Anthony R. Brausch 
 

Benedict XVI’s stated intention for declaring the Year for Priests is to promote reflection on 
the gift and nature of the priesthood and to encourage every priest in his “striving for spiritual per-
fection.”  The first task will be our focus here; not, however, by means of a theological reflection 
on the ministerial priesthood per se but by a consideration of certain philosophical trends that have 
shaped the contemporary theological context and that, in turn, have presented specific challenges 
to the Church’s ability to give an account of her understanding of the nature and role of the or-
dained priesthood.  

 
Theological scholarship in the last fifty years is marked by the developing sophistication of 

critical methodologies.  It is also characterized by the plurality of philosophical schools to which 
appeal is made for the foundations upon which theologians build.  Theologians are well aware their 
craft depends on philosophical systems for a consistent, coherent language in which to express 
themselves.  And even more so for the conceptual apparatus by which they effect their analyses 
and construct their propositions.  But rarely do they expose the limitations of the philosophical 
presuppositions under which they are operating.  The relationship between a given theological ar-
gument and the philosophical context in which it is formed is such that what is theologically ten-
able must first be philosophically possible (at least within a given philosophical system).  Because 
today it is much more difficult to pin down what is philosophically possible, it is likewise more dif-
ficult to construct a theological system or argument that has a chance at gaining a broad consensus.  
The fragmentation of theological consensus and the strains this places upon dialogue, and here the 
effects can be seen even within a generally homogenous community such as the Catholic commu-
nity, is due in no small measure to an inability to establish general philosophical foundations recog-
nized across the board.  When theologians differ significantly in their exposition of the Faith, either 
among themselves or with the Magisterium, it is often a consequence of incompatible philosophical 
starting points.  This is readily apparent in the theological literature treating of the priesthood. 

 
 An awareness of the many influential philosophical trends would serve to place present 

challenges in a broader context and perhaps allow for a more generous appreciation for what the 
various approaches offer to the theological endeavor without absolutizing either their virtues or 
deficiencies.  The limits of this essay however will require us to be more specific.  And so, in an 
effort to demonstrate the type of influence and challenges contemporary philosophical trends pre-
sent to Catholic theology in general and the theology of the ministerial priesthood in particular, we 
will focus on two of the more significant developments: critical theory and hermeneutics.  Of these 
two, the primary focus will be on critical theory since it has a clear socio-political dimension.  A 
treatment of the philosophy of hermeneutics, as important as that is, will not be presented but it 
will simply be shown how in the present context it has been tied to critical theory and what effect 
this has had on theology. 

 
In addition to fostering a better understanding of the connections between these specific 

philosophical trends and theology, it is hoped that by tracing the developmental lines of critical the-
ory we will be in a better position to anticipate possible trajectories of theological development.  To 
this end I propose to (1) present a brief narrative of the development of critical theory and briefly 
show how this ties in with fundamental ontology – in the guise of hermeneutics – in such a way as 
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to create a philosophical context problematic for Catholic theology; (2) show how this general con-
text has impacted concretely the theology of the ministerial priesthood, specifically through the 
thought of Fr. E. Schillebeeckx, and (3) hazard a prognosis as to where philosophy, at least in 
terms of undergirding theological discourse about the priesthood, will direct us in the future.  

 
Philosophical Undercurrents: The Crisis of Epistemology 

 
Before looking more closely at critical theory, it might be helpful to first set out in very 

broad strokes today’s situation.  The theological disciplines are presently pursued in a context – 
philosophically, politically, and socially – which can be described as a type of socio-philosophical 
alienation.  This alienation is experienced under three aspects, which, taken singularly or as whole, 
present challenges to the foundations upon which theological reflection is typically based; for those 
faith traditions in which historical precedent and development are appreciated as formative and, in 
some aspects, normative, this is especially true.  The convergence of critical theory and hermeneu-
tics over the past sixty years has given a specific philosophical formulation to this alienation, and 
has made the theological community acutely aware of this alienation as a theoretical and, perhaps, 
practical reality.  

 
The first aspect is a sense of alienation from our past.  The development of a true historical 

consciousness during the nineteenth century, which at first promised the possibility of correctly 
appropriating classical texts, notably the scriptures, through the various developments in herme-
neutics and philology, became, through its further development as linguistic theory and ontology, 
the vehicle by which the whole project came to be drawn into doubt.  This trend winds its way 
through the thought of Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, Gadamer, Ricoeur, Foucault and Der-
rida.  The result of each successive theory has been a deepening appreciation for the complexities 
involved in any communicative event and a growing skepticism as to the theoretical possibility of 
definitive interpretations of a given text.  Alongside this skepticism was the suspicion that no nec-
essarily contingent historical context could produce a text or structure of meanings and value that 
may be considered normative or ideal.  In this way it has become apparent that the past is simply 
not accessible to us in such a way as to guarantee its stability as a foundation. 

 
The second is an alienation from the future.  The cause of this alienation is a general ero-

sion of the confidence so notable of the Enlightenment, a confidence that was fundamentally fu-
ture oriented and grounded in a belief in the powers of human reason.  Philosophically, this confi-
dence took the form of the assertion that reason, critically reflective, can be enlightened in such a 
way as to free itself from its customary ways of thinking about the world and reality, ways that ob-
struct reason’s further development and humanity’s destiny.  As a practical project, the confidence 
was expressed in the belief that emancipated rationality can envision and construct societies and 
cultures in which structures and values that are oppressive will be altogether eliminated.  This trend 
leads from Hegel, whose thought constitutes the beginning of critical theory, through Marx and the 
neo-Marxians of the early twentieth century, to the philosophers of the Frankfort School, Hork-
heimer, Adorno and Habermas.  The confidence that accompanied this trend collapses under the 
hammer blows of the totalitarian systems and cataclysms of the twentieth century.   

 

The confluence of these two trends, beginning in the 1960s, is a major factor in the crisis of 
epistemology, a crisis often described in terms of its symptoms: relativism, an over-accentuated 
subjectivism and the ennui of post-modernism.  The heart of the crisis is that the search for certain 
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and unassailable foundations for knowledge claims has been shown to be futile.  As will be seen in 
the third section of this essay, the crisis in epistemology has been recognized within theological cir-
cles since the late 1960s.  

 
The third aspect of this alienation is situated in the present.  This is experienced as the bi-

furcation of hope.  The optimism of the Enlightenment has not been totally lost, rather, it has been 
transferred from a general notion of the progressive nature of human rationality and institutions to 
the realm of the empirical sciences and technology.  It is these that undergird the still extant socie-
tal notion and belief in the idea of progress.  However, when placed within the context of the first 
two alienations, technological progress results in a third type of alienation, an alienation of human-
ity from the material world they produce and the socio-political structures that support that tech-
nological progress.  This third alienation is primarily one in which humanity experiences itself as 
possibly a failed project; for progress and hope are now sought in technology and science and per-
haps in the individual’s particular circumstances, but not in humanity itself.  

 
As mentioned, this overall situation has a theoretical formulation whose affect on the vari-

ous fields of theological research, to name just one, is apparent in the efforts of the theological 
community to establish foundations.  Appeals to transcendental structures, individual and class ex-
perience, or communication theory, as being properly foundational for theological reflection, as 
well as the development of a hermeneutics of suspicion as a methodology, are symptomatic of ef-
forts to establish foundations within a philosophical culture that denies that possibility to a histori-
cally conditioned Revelation.  

 
Critical Theory 

 
The observations just made call for some justification.  If this sense of alienation is in fact 

descriptive of the present context there should be some way of tracing its development, theoreti-
cally and historically.  The evolutionary path of the particular philosophical strain that offers the 
most clear look at this development is critical theory.   

 
Critical theory has its origins in Hegel and Marx and its culmination in the various philoso-

phers of the Frankfurt School.  As stated above, it rests on that basic assumption of the Enlighten-
ment period that critical reflection, which makes clear the underlying structures and dynamics of 
rationality, is emancipatory.  In his celebrated Phenomenlogy of the Spirit (1807), Hegel provides the 
conceptual apparatus by which, he believed, the course of human development could be under-
stood.  In contrast to classical and scholastic thought where reason, in its efforts to know the truth, 
is directed towards the ideal or theoretical, which should direct practical activity, Hegel proposes a 
philosophy of reflection and action in which the two are co-constitutive.  The dynamics of human 
rationality, which Hegel describes in his famous dialectical pattern, become externalized in practical 
action in such a way as to constitute the action itself as part of the dialectic and, therefore, of re-
flection itself.  And so, in Hegel’s understanding,  praxis can be transformative of theory since ac-
tion is a necessary moment in the process of reflection. This conclusion has a number of significant 
consequences.  Since praxis is only exhibited in concrete, historically contingent forms, it is the un-
folding of the historical process itself that becomes the truth worth contemplating.  While the ac-
tual historical events provide the material for study, their significance is transitory.  Thus no histori-
cal event can lay claim to establishing for subsequent generations truths or values that remain nor-
mative.  More important is the underlying meaning or truth hidden within the process of change. 
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The subject of this temporal unfolding of the development of rationality is not, for Hegel, 
the individual but the most universalized manifestation of practical human activity, i.e., the state.  
With this theory of critical reflection and practical activity it was now possible to see human history 
as an overall process, a process revealing the progressive development of reason and its emancipa-
tion through the practical human activity of developing ever more universal and rational forms of 
institutionalization.  

 
Marx, while appropriating the Hegelian critical-dialectical methodology as well as the con-

clusion of the progressive nature of the unfolding of history, did not share Hegel’s view that the 
modern state was the culmination of the development of human freedom.  In fact, in was no 
emancipation at all.  For Marx, the state was not the concrete subject of history, the continuing de-
velopment of which exhibited the advance of reason.  Instead the subject is a particular class, the 
proletariat, who now, owing to a critical theory, could enter into the next phase of historical devel-
opment: the transformation of society through revolution.  The individual’s place in this process is 
to realize, through critical theory, that the modern productive processes in which labor is treated as 
a commodity fosters a dehumanization of the person and promotes autonomous individuality that 
is selfish and competitive.  Marx proposes a different end or goal of human endeavors.  He bor-
rows the concept of “species being” from Feuerbach and it is this, that of being determined 
through intersubjective social action in which the human species as a whole serves as the object 
and beneficiary, that is the proper end of practical action and theory. 

 
The Hegelian-Marxist critical theory enters the twentieth century promoting three general 

theses.  The first, that those structures tied to the past, whether political, cultural or religious, must 
be overcome since they are a phase in the development of human rationality.  To hold on to past 
forms is irrational, for to do so is to arrest the development of rationality itself.  Second, the future 
is produced.  It is ushered in through purposive action directed towards societal and political trans-
formation, transformation that can only take place through revolution.  An appeal to the concept 
of an organic development of societal structures is an abdication of responsibility. Third, the condi-
tion that is the possibility for this purposive action is the coming to consciousness of the proletariat 
as that necessary historical subject and agent.  

 
The Hegelian-Marxist critical theory was sustainable as a theory of the progressive emanci-

pation of reason and humanity through practical action as long as historical events supported it.  
The events of the 1930s and 40s did not.  David Rasmussen points to three developments during 
those years that undermined the classical formulation of this theory: the rise of fascism, the Stalini-
zation of Russia, and the splintering of the workers’ movement (“Critical Theory: Horkheimer, 
Adorno, Habermas,” in Richard Kearney ed., Continental Philosophy in the 20th Century, 260).  The 
foundations for critical theory and its belief in the progressively emancipatory development of rea-
son were undermined precisely because of the theory’s linkage between praxis and theory.  For if 
the development of reason is played out on the stage of history, and humanity’s practical activities 
both reveal and form what is rational, then the cataclysms of the mid-twentieth century indicate 
that reason is not by nature directed towards self-reflective enlightenment and emancipation, but is 
caught in a dialectical vicious circle in which every advance in the area of knowledge leads to more 
sophisticated systemizations and structures of oppression.  This conclusion was reached by Hork-
heimer and Adorno in their Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947), a work that clearly indicates the advent 
of post-modernity and that was highly influenced by the thought of Max Weber.  In the Dialectic of 
Enlightenment reason is no longer reckoned as the sure path towards emancipation, for its true em-
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ployment is purposive and calculating.  Horkheimer terms human rationality as “instrumental rea-
son” and argues that, “What men want to learn from nature is how to use it in order wholly to 
dominate it and other men.  That is its only aim.”  It is important to note that the argument is not 
that reason sometimes operates in this way but that it does so by necessity and all thought is instru-
mental in is fundamental intention.  Reason can neither emancipate itself nor seek the authentic 
emancipation of others. 

 
Habermas sought to rescue critical theory, and thus also the emancipatory project of ration-

ality, from the Weberian analysis that laid the foundations for Horkheimer’s thesis.  In order to do 
so he needed to construct a theory of rationality not limited to purposive, instrumental action-
reasoning.  During the 1960s and 70s Habermas published a number of works in which he argues 
that Weber’s analysis is flawed in that it is based on a conception of all interactions as subject-
object relations.  This type of relation necessarily leads to the instrumentalization of the object and 
its concomitant form of rationality.  The atomistic subject of Weber’s analysis is an abstraction and 
does not correspond to the true constitution of the rational subject within a social matrix.  Thus 
there is room for a different kind of communication and rationality other than instrumental.  
Habermas turns to speech-act theory in which there is the possibility of subject-subject communi-
cation.  He is then able to make a distinction between communicative action and strategic action.  
He argues that communicative action is more fundamental and, as dialogical, grounds the forma-
tion of reason itself in the area of communal activity, most especially in the communal nature of 
language.  

 
By showing that reason is not limited to instrumentalizing its dialogical partner in the act of 

communication, the emancipatory project of human rationality is carried forward, and, in a differ-
ent form, the Enlightenment program of overcoming the past.  Whereas before traditional forms 
had to be overcome in order that they would no longer impede the future by their inherent limita-
tions and contingent character, now they are overcome inasmuch as they do not constitute a true 
dialogical partner.  Within Catholic theology, however, this is exactly the claim: that revelation his-
tory, both in terms of content and form, constitutes a dialogical partner for present theological re-
flection and ecclesial structures.  

 
It is at this point that the evolving philosophy of hermeneutics seems to undercut the 

Catholic position.  As mentioned above, the philosophy of hermeneutics calls into question the 
possibility of engaging the past in any other fashion than from that of a self-interested perspective 
by which it instrumentalizes the past.  If this is in fact the case, then the past – in other words Tra-
dition – is by nature an obstacle to the further emancipation of humanity.  It is not hard to find 
voices both in the popular culture and academia that make this very argument. 

 
Although critical theory is just one of almost innumerable trends that could be used to trace 

the development of what is called “post-modernity,” it does highlight the significant impact of He-
gelian-Marxist thought and how much this has shaped present Western culture.  In the next section 
its impact will be seen within the specific context of Catholic theology. 

 
Critical theory and the theology of the ministerial priesthood 

 
In the years immediately following the Second Vatican Council, even taking into account all 

the energy, controversy, anticipated freedoms and developments in ecclesial and liturgical forms, it 



 
65 

 
Theology of the Priesthood:  A Philosophical Prospectus 

must still be seen as something of a surprising development that a number of theologians who 
made significant contributions to the conciliar formulations moved in their own theological posi-
tions far enough away from those of the Council as to have materially rejected it. The most striking 
examples of this phenomenon concerning the theology of the priesthood might be Hans Küng’s 
Wozu Priester? published in 1971 and E. Schillebeeckx’s works of the 1970’s, culminating in his 1985 
The Church with a Human Face.  Both envision ecclesial structures and a theology of the priesthood 
very much at odds with that of the council documents.  What gave rise to such a curious develop-
ment?  Küng’s call for greater democratization and Schillebeeckx’s arguments for the relative na-
ture and therefore historical contingency of the Church’s structure and articulation of the faith re-
flect the developing relation between critical theory and hermeneutics and their combined influence 
on theology. 

 
Schillebeeckx’s celebrated Christ the Sacrament of the Encounter with God (1960) is written from 

a phenomenological approach.  During the 1960s he became acquainted with the critical theory of 
the Frankfort School and, while retaining Husserl’s appreciation for the role of interpretive inter-
ests and perspective, finds in the works of Habermas a theory of sociological development that 
leads to a turn in his treatment of the historical structures and forms of ministry within the Church.  
Schillebeeckx’s interest was two-fold: the question of the mediation of the absolute in history and, 
hermeneutically, the possibility of miscommunication.  It is in reference to this last concern that 
Schillebeeckx takes seriously the critical theorist’s contention that besides misunderstanding there is 
the possibility of systematic distortion.  There is not room here to do justice to Schilebeeckx’s ef-
fort to engage theology with critical theory, but a few short highlights will make clear the influence 
and effect. 

 
For Schillebeeckx, the relationship between theory and praxis is not such that theory, or, in 

the case of theology, right belief, can be determined by concrete practice.  But it is the case that the 
concrete needs of the historical community, in its efforts to give expression and witness to its faith 
in Christ, can give rise to new forms and structures.  Practical solutions and adaptations in answer 
to the needs of the faith community necessarily inform belief.  It is the activity of the theological 
community in conjunction with the magisterium to test and determine whether the particular and, 
at first, local solutions are congruent with the fundamental identity of the faith community.  Here 
the echoes of Hegel’s co-constitutive roles of praxis and theory can be discerned. 

 
This raises the question, what principle or rule is to be used in making the judgment as to 

which practical adaptations are legitimate?  Schillebeeckx argues that the fundamental identity of 
the community and, therefore, the criterion by which practical adaptations are to be evaluated is 
found in baptismal equality.  The Spirit, given in baptism and forming the community, is the source 
of freedom and equality and produces in the Church all the necessary ministries to support that 
freedom and equality.  Schillebeeckx states his methodological employment of this criterion more 
formally as, “an interpretive description of facts, in which I am principally interested in the group 
process as a liberating system of communication” (Church with a Human Face, 41).  Echoes of 
Habermas’ critical theory are clearly discernable here.  Two points are worth noting.  First, “facts” 
never exist or are even accessible outside two interpretive frameworks, that of the recorder and that 
of the present reader.  Thus there is no interpretation free data and the best a researcher can strive 
for is to be aware of the interests with which he or she approaches the data.  The second is the role 
of “group process.”  There is not room here to go into the significant theological ramifications en-
tertained within the notion of the Christian community as a group process.  It is enough to note 
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that the group process that is a liberating system of communication is primarily found in the lit-
urgy.  For Schillebeeckx, the celebration of the Eucharist is a type of critical remembering, the 
communicative process the group engages in and what constitutes it as a liberating system.  This 
being the case, the Christian community has a right to engage in, by virtue of their baptism, the 
celebration of the Eucharist.  Thus, according to Schillebeeckx, access to the Eucharist is a funda-
mental right and is the propelling dynamic within the community that gives rise to the ministries 
and structures that support and fulfill it. This right outweighs all ecclesial structures and considera-
tions. For Schillebeeckx it is theologically inconceivable for a New Testament Christian community 
not to have access to the Eucharist.  

 
Through the application of these principles Schillebeeckx argues that even within the New 

Testament sources one can discern lines developing between those who hold to the original, liber-
ating thrust of the gospel and those elements within the community that more readily conform to 
sociological patterns and seek to institutionalize aspects of ministry and leadership.  Within the 
lines of historical development the tension is highlighted in that by the second half of the second 
century the original plurality of ministries and fluidity of structures is eventually flattened out and 
consolidated in the person of the episcopos.  Schillebeeckx characterizes this sociological develop-
ment as understandable and perhaps even legitimate, but not necessary.  It is merely a development 
within a particular context, a development that may or may not be advantageous for the commu-
nity’s living out its baptismal call.  It is in this light that Schillebeeckx critiques the Church’s present 
theology of the ministerial priesthood, calling for the substitution of the language of function for 
that of role and the dropping of both concepts and structures that support the idea of ontological 
character and the sacerdotalization of the one whom the community empowers as a minister.  

 
This short review should be sufficient to make more clear why fundamental theology in 

general and the theology of the priesthood in particular have been enveloped in controversy for the 
past forty years.  And this is certainly not limited to the halls of academia.  It is not uncommon to 
hear, in the comments and questions of the normal, mass-going Catholic, language reflective of 
Schillebeeckx’s critique.  It seems the only way this could be possible is if, on the level of the per-
son in the pew, their experience and living out of the faith is immersed in a culture in which the 
types of alienation detailed above are unconsciously operative.  
 

Prospectus: Theologically grounded philosophical foundations 
 

The specific developments in theological reflection on the priesthood will, for the foresee-
able future, continue to display the characteristics of a confused period in which the competing vi-
sions for ministry in the Church attempt to establish their claims as more credibly grounded and 
argued.  This will be the case until the full weight of the crisis in epistemology comes to bear and a 
new paradigm becomes absolutely necessary.  This does not mean that the work that will continue 
to be done will be without merit or profit for the Church.  Those researches that explore the bibli-
cal, patristic, and dogmatic development will still yield interesting and enlightening insights.  And 
there are some philosophical contributions of the last century that will both necessarily and benefi-
cially continue to influence theological reflection.  But I would like to conclude this paper by indi-
cating what I think will develop on a more foundational level. 

 
The title for this section seemingly inverts the order in which philosophy and theology in-

tersect.  This is not to imply that the relationship between faith and reason will be inverted in the 
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near future.  But it does highlight what I think will be one of the general philosophical trends: the 
re-regionalization of philosophical foundations.  What is meant by this is simply that the philoso-
phical failure to adequately ground general epistemological claims has led to the situation in which 
the first thing that must be affirmed is reality itself.  What constitutes reality is as much an inde-
monstrable claim as it is a demonstrable proof.  This leaves open the possibility that philosophy 
will again be employed within the classic Anselmian formulation, credo ut intelligam, where the act of 
belief is a first, necessary act by which a region is established in which the philosophical sciences 
can be profitably employed.  This act of faith is not necessarily confessional in nature, rather it is 
the basic acknowledgment, either explicitly or implicitly, of what constitutes the real. 

 
Let me give two examples of this.  The first is, then professor, Ratzinger’s 1968 work Intro-

duction to Christianity.  In the first section Ratzinger explores the contemporary situation of belief 
and the necessity for a person to first take a “stand” vis-à-vis reality before the possibility opens up 
where they can “under-stand” reality.  For instance, if a person’s basic stance is one of materialistic 
determinism, any claims made about the transcendent aspects of human nature, including the mind 
itself, are ruled out by definition.  This corresponds to the growing realization in science that the 
privileged position of disinterested, objective observer does not exist. Ratzinger displays an almost 
prophetic appreciation for the precarious nature of the philosophical foundations upon which 
theological research is being pursued and counsels the necessity of a radical decision, in the true 
sense of the term, if Christianity is to make any sense at all, even to itself. 

 
The second example is a work by Catherine Pickstock, After Writing: On the Liturgical Consum-

mation of Philosophy.  Pickstock argues that in the wake of Derridian deconstruction the way forward, 
in terms of ontology, is a recovery of the ancient ground for the understanding of Being, that is, 
doxology or liturgy.  Again, here is an argument that reality is first a “given,” something that is first 
acknowledged and only then do the structures of epistemological claims come into view.  Pickstock 
argues that it is in liturgical, ritual worship that the crisis of post-modernity is met head-on.  Liturgy 
does so by the very fact that it is social, dialogical, and, as ritual, normative in its characteristics and 
makes a radical decision in that it gives itself over to a reality that the group process does not cre-
ate.  Other works could be cited, but this is sufficient to indicate a general trajectory that philoso-
phy and theology will travel together.  The most striking effect of this transposition, if, in fact, it 
develops, will be the possibilities it opens up for the overcoming of the three aspects of alienation 
mentioned at the beginning of this essay.  The development of a doxologically grounded stance 
towards Being holds the promise that faith and reason will not become more alienated in the fu-
ture, but more complementary.  
 

Questions for Reflection/Discussion 
 

1. What language or categories do I use to describe the ministerial priesthood?  The Church?  Is it 
institutional/functional language, biblical, or sociological in nature? 

 
2. In what ways, if it all, do the alienations mentioned at the beginning of the essay reflect my own 

experience? 
 
3. Does the gift of faith and act of belief ground my fundamental views and understanding of 

what constitutes reality? 
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 Afterword* 
 

Most Rev. Dennis M. Schnurr 
 

We gather to celebrate the Sacrament of Holy Orders, and who does not sense the senti-
ment of great joy and accomplishment that surrounds us.  We feel it; we rejoice in it.  Perhaps that 
is because we recognize the years invested, the demands made, and the stages celebrated along the 
way.  And yet, we know there is more.  Reflecting upon the day that he and his older brother were 
ordained to the priesthood, Pope Benedict XVI wrote, “everywhere [my brother and I] were re-
ceived even by strangers with a warmth and affection I had not thought possible until that day.  In 
this way I learned firsthand how earnestly people wait for a priest, how much they long for the 
blessing that flows from the power of the sacrament.  The point was not my own or my brother’s 
person.  What could we two young men represent by ourselves to the many people we were now 
meeting?  In us they saw persons who had been touched by Christ’s mission, and had been em-
powered to bring his nearness to [all]” (Milestones:Memoirs 1927-1977, 100). 
 
 We rejoice today because in the lives of those to be ordained we see vividly and concretely 
God’s love for them and for his Church; we witness God’s call and fidelity to that call.  We marvel 
in the realization that God calls human beings to follow the divine path and to participate in the 
drama of human redemption.  The joy of this day is but a foretaste of the joy that their priestly 
ministry is to bring to the entire People of God. 
 
 Dear brothers, you are about to be ordained to the priesthood in service of God’s People.  
During your preparation and in your own lives, you have been given a glimpse of the sufferings of 
Christ in His flock, but ministering to them with words of insight and healing seems such a daunt-
ing task – and it is!  But, as God did for the Prophet Jeremiah in the Old Testament, Christ today 
puts words in your mouth, words that you will repeat each time you gather the people around the 
Lord’s table:  Taking bread you will say, “this is my body given up for you,” and raising the cup 
filled with wine you will proclaim, “this is my blood, the blood of the new covenant shed for you.”  
In these words and with these actions, you will take your cue throughout all of your ministry about 
how you will carry on the tradition of the elders:  Being witnesses to the sufferings of Christ. 
 
 Both bread and wine will be the signs that trigger in you a sensitivity to the diversity of 
Christ’s flock, alerting you to how you are to shepherd and guide.  Bread that comes from the har-
vested grains, and wine made of gathered grapes, offer you a vision of the Church that is made 
possible by the work of many hands.  This should prompt in you gratitude and respect for those in 
the past and in the present day who have fostered the faith through parishes, families, movements, 
and the charisms of religious orders.  See in the gifts brought forward – grain and grapes once scat-
tered on the hill side, and now gathered to form one bread and one cup – how God calls you to 
encourage, coordinate, and collaborate with the many gifts that differ.  And always remember, to 
serve with the heart of Christ necessarily means that the disciple does not seek to impose his own 
preferences but rather is present only to be of assistance in the discernment of the will of God. 
 
 
__________ 
 
* Taken from an ordination homily given by Archbishop Schnurr. 
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 Similarly, as you recall that bread is made of grain that is ground and wine from crushed 
grapes, you cannot help but become more aware of those who suffer from oppression and heart-
ache.  Learn to recognize, through the offering of the gifts at the altar, the sufferings of Christ in 
the tired worker, in those who mourn the loss of loved ones, in parents who struggle to raise their 
families, in those crushed by infirmity and – yes – even in those who will criticize you and the 
Church you love.  Give them all a shepherd’s care as one who witnesses the sufferings of Christ. 
 
 Patience is a special part of your ministry.  The word itself comes from the Latin, passio, 
suffering.  Bread and wine are in themselves symbols of patience, coming about in the careful and 
slow process of baking and fermenting.  Just as parents quickly learn that parenting is not an exact 
science, so too ministry to others requires a flexibility that honors the workings of the Spirit in the 
various seasons of a person’s life.  That kind of patience must begin with yourself.  Ordination is 
not a canonization!  You will need to recommit yourselves to the ongoing conversion that brought 
you thus far and rely on the support of your bishop, your brothers in the priesthood, and the peo-
ple.  As you take the bread and cup in your hands, remember that they came after a long process 
requiring patience.  Be patient, especially with yourself. 
 
 Finally, the bread and wine, consecrated, made holy, is broken and poured out in order to 
give life.  Let those actions be a sign of hope to you and a reminder that the sufferings of Christ 
you witness are the shadow side of the glory of Christ’s triumph.  Remember, you must not only 
preach the good news, you must also be willing to see the good news.  Seek to see the extraordi-
nary in the ordinary.  Seek the face of the Lord in everyone and in every situation.  Be open to 
God’s surprises of success and triumph in those responding to the grace of Christ – in the repen-
tant and recovering, in the fresh voice of a new believer and especially in the generous response of 
one who has heard the call to serve as you have.  Be faith-filled even when the entire world seems 
to nay say.  Be hope-filled always, after all it is the “good news” of Christ that has been entrusted to 
us.   
 
 This witnessing to the sufferings of Christ and the glory revealed seems so much to ask of 
those who know they are young in experience.  But the Lord has put words in your mouth:  “This 
is my body given for you, my blood shed for you.”  Let these words over the bread and the cup 
provide you with the vocabulary to speak other words in giving witness to Christ’s suffering and 
triumph. 
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