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      One year into his papacy in 2014, a little more than 50 years after the Vatican Council 
began in 1962, Pope Francis remarked that we are only halfway toward implementing the 
implications of that great gathering of our church. A watershed in Catholic history, St. 
John XXIII and Vatican II moved the church from a legalistic approach to understanding 
herself, to church as the ‘people of God’, and a living encounter with Christ. We are more 
than a hierarchy of ordained and sacred persons; the holy and the less holy! We are truly 
one holy people, loved sinners all, on our Pilgrim way to the fullness of the kingdom – 
called to holiness in our vocations, lay and clergy; collaborating together. “But you are a 
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may 
proclaim the mighty acts of Him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (1 
Peter 2. 9) We are one body in Christ with different roles in the proclamation of the gospel. 
Both the ordained and the lay followers of Christ are equal in dignity. 

      In Baptism, the primary sacrament of ministry, we have been made sharers in the 
divine life of God. When we were immersed in the living waters, the Holy Spirit came upon 
each of us uniquely and wonderfully. From that moment, we were anointed with the power 
of God and called in our maturity to go on mission to the ends of the earth. Baptism makes 
each of us a member of the Body of Christ. Through Baptism and the associate sacrament 
of initiation, Confirmation, we actively engage in the saving action of Jesus Christ. We have 
been made worthy to represent the Lord to the world. We have each been consecrated by 
God; not just priests and deacons, and bishops! Ministry is not an option; it is who we are. 

       “There does not exist among you Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female. All are one 
in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3. 28) God has no favorites among human beings - unless it is 
for the most vulnerable among us. The church is not patterned on any governmental system. 
We are not a political but a spiritual reality.   

      When I was ordained in 1973 and had just celebrated Mass for the first time at St. 
Anne’s in Brentwood, I went to the church auditorium to offer the customary first blessing 
of a newly ordained priest. My parents, siblings, family members and friends, knelt before 
me. My parish priest from St. Dominic, Fred Harrer, looked me in the eyes before kneeling 
down and said: “Don’t let it go to your head!”  Fr. Fred knew, as we all do, the sacraments 
are not about the individual, but about Christ who is acting. It is not the ordained minister 
who is baptizing, blessing, officiating at a wedding, offering absolution, or celebrating the 
Mass. It is Jesus Christ. The ordained minister is simply acting in place of Christ: “in 
persona Christi”. It is not about the minister! When the lector is proclaiming the word, 
Christ is speaking. When the EM is distributing Communion, Christ is feeding His people! 
“Don’t let it go to your head!” 



      The call to ordination comes from within the great sacrament of the church. It is not a 
promotion, so that a man would think that he is better than other members of the church. 
Rather, it is a call and an obligation, patterned on the life of the Master, bringing the added 
responsibility of even greater commitment to service within the church. “The Son of Man 
has come not to be served, but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for the many.” 

      Pope Francis has been constantly emphasizing the role of women (“male and female, He 
created them”) in the church. He wants to give greater value to the ministries that women 
already perform. He stated that women in the church are more important to the Church 
than bishops and priests. I think the Pope is offering a counterpoint to both clericalism and 
sexism in the Church. 80% of the ministry in the US Catholic Church today, day in and 
day out, is performed by women. Without women there would be no church; and no 
evangelization! 

Peace, Father Bruce 


