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Introduction:  
 

"When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter: 'Simon, son of John, do you love me more 
than these?'  He said to him: 'Yes, Lord: you know that I love you.'  He said to him: 'Feed my lambs.'  A 
second time he said to him: 'Simon, son of John, do you love me?'  He said to him: 'Yes, Lord: you know 
that I love you.'  He said to him: 'Tend my sheep.'  He said to him the third time: 'Simon, son of John, do 
you love me?'  Peter was grieved because he said to him the third time: 'Do You Love me?' And he said to 
him: 'Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.'  Jesus said to him: 'Feed my sheep.'"      (Jn 
21, 15-17)  

 
Jesus here has just named Peter the first ‘superior’ in the Church.  He is to be the head of the apostolic college, 

and, besides being invested with certain special powers, he is commissioned to ‘confirm’ his brothers in their faith.  
He will, in other words, carry upon his shoulders a formidable responsibility.   

 
What a surprising appointment, by all human standards!  Was Peter a particularly prudent man?  Had he 

foreseen the problems that would arise?  Had he proven himself free of all moral weaknesses?  Would he be able to 
hold down the extremists?  Was he cultured?  Moderate?  Could he guarantee he would not cause divisions?  

 
Yes, Peter was prudent, but not in the sense in which we often use the word: ‘diplomatic’.  Rather, he had the 

kind of prudence defined by Card. Garrone:  
 
"A permanent adventure, a constant search, a risk..."  
 
"Christian prudence is the virtue of the impossible made reasonable....  It is the virtue of tireless new 
beginnings."  
 

Why did Jesus choose Peter?  He was so spontaneous, so enthusiastic and - no matter how sincere, so lacking in 
diplomacy.  Peter had an immense capacity to love and to serve, as well as an innate sense of poverty: as soon as he 
had decided to join his Master, to possess nothing was to him a matter of course.   

 
"We have left everything..." To the paralytic at the temple gate who asked him for money, he replied simply: "I 

have no silver and gold, but I give you what I have: in the name of Jesus of Nazareth, walk" (Acts 3, 6). 
 
For Peter, Christ was his whole life.  He loved ardently, passionately.  His love surpassed his understanding; he 

love the Lord before he understood and along with all his faults; he loved him even as he denied him, and he loved 
him after his sin.  "Lord, you know that I love you."  

 
It is he who loves, he who loves more than the others, who is able to govern, to serve, to preside over a 

community of the M.Ss.A.  This should be the most important criterion in our choice of superiors.  Besides this 
‘greater love’, all defects are accidental.  Without this ‘greater love’, all other qualifications are useless.   

 
It seems that the crisis in the Church today is above all a crisis of authority.   
 
Unfortunately, our standards are often the opposite of Christ's.  It is a strange thing that in our vocabulary we 

have allowed the amazing word ‘superior’ to remain so long.  Why is the one who is to serve the community, to be 
called ‘superior’?  And more astonishing yet is the fact that, in making our choice we have always looked for those 
who are superior in everything but that which Christ set up as most essential: love.  Up till now, at least, we have not 
set out deliberately to ‘correct’ Jesus.   

 
This is why to exercise authority has always been such a difficult art; it is as difficult as the practice of true 

charity described by St. Paul in 1 Cor 13, 1-13.   
 
Those who do not have to do it sometimes think it is a pleasure, something enviable, to exercise authority.  But 

they change their mind quickly when they, in turn, find themselves in authority.   
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The question of the exercise of authority is an ancient one.  It has been treated in as many books in antiquity as 
it is today.  But it must be recognized that, in our times, there are new factors which make it necessary to study this 
theme anew, if our practice of charity is to be suitable and authentic in the present day.   

 
 

Who is not in authority?  
 
Those who obey are often under the impression that it is other people who give orders.  But they should realize 

that, in practice, in one way or another, everyone in our Society exercises authority.   
 
In a given house, for example, we might assume that there is just one person with power of decision.  But look 

at the various members: one is Pastor, another librarian, another treasurer, another is in charge of some organization, 
and yet another is director of a seminary.  The guestmaster may, in fact, give a lot of orders, and so may the cook, 
who works at the very center of the community.  And each one has the need to be critical of himself and his work.   

 
These reflections, then, are directed to all, not just to superiors.  Each member must understand that he is not 

just a ‘subject’ (a very poor expression, by the way,) but that in many ways he too authorizes authority, and that he 
should in fact do all his work with this in mind.   

 
One thing is of value always and everywhere: to avoid any ambition to command or to exercise power, or to be 

pleased, on a human level, to have this position.   
 
Particularly now as we prepare for Regional Assemblies and for a General Assembly, it is each and every 

brother who, either in person or through the delegates, will take part in making binding decisions.   
 
"The Society of the M.Ss.A. recognizes the Pope as its highest Superior, to whom the members are obliged 
to obey by the very fact of their Promise of Fidelity.  All the members are also subject to the jurisdiction of 
the local Ordinaries, as is directed by Canon Law.   
 
"However, within the internal order of our Society, the supreme authority - which is ordinarily exercised by 
the Superior General and his Council, in extraordinary cases belongs to the General Assembly, whose 
decisions, approved by a majority of votes, are binding for all members of the Society." (From the Juridical 
Directory.)  
 

 
What is authority in the M.Ss.A.?  

 
We must constantly be aware that all authority comes from God.  No man is the source of authority.  It is to 

God that we must give an accounting of our way of using our authority.  As we recognize that authority is a 
delegation from God, it is necessary to know its limits, so as not to go beyond them, and necessary as well to seek 
the will of God in whatever situation that arises, or with regard to a given person.   

 
"Among us, then, obedience is an expression of community.  It is a search for the will of God, brought 
about in common in the light of our Society's special charism.  It is guided by the coordinators of each 
community and of the Society in general, who also and even in greater measure, obey the principles 
governing the common pursuit of its goal."     (Constitution of the M.Ss.A. - No. 19.)  
 

Let us not naïvely imagine that our decisions are necessarily the expression of the will of God.  As we said 
above, reflection, consultation and turning to God are indispensable.  In this way, authority will become service to 
our brothers on the road, to our companions, to the community over which authority is exercised.  These are 
constant realities which will never change.  But unfortunately it often happens that they are overlooked, and that the 
exercise of authority happens to be in grave contradiction with these fundamental principles.   

 
 

New factors:  
 



Authority as Service in the Society of the Missionaries of the Holy Apostles 

Page 3 of 5 

In our times, new factors have appeared, leading to a considerable difference between the way authority was 
exercised before, and the way it should be used today.   

 
The first new element is the great quantity of information everyone has at hand through new communications 

media.   
 
Second, there is a lively sense of personal autonomy, and of freedom in every sphere of life.   
 
Third, there is a totally different understanding of sin; what was formerly regarded as sin is today recognized as 

a natural right.  Thus, that which at one time was condemned as ‘murmuring against authority’ is seen today as the 
natural right of man to exercise his critical intelligence, and everyone is convinced that this right exists.  It is 
interesting to notice that civil authority often takes a much more realistic attitude in these matters than ecclesiastical 
authority.  For example, instead of reacting violently, it allows newspaper and other communications media to say 
what they like.  But we, ecclesiastics, response to criticism as though it were an insult, and often indulge in the most 
childish outbursts.   

 
Fourth, there is the multiplicity of tasks with which we are faced today.  The whole area of reality within which 

men acted in other times was much more limited than it is now.  In our times, that field has widened and so too have 
men's desires; the fact that with more adequate means, man's activities have increased so greatly, has had an effect 
on both action and behavior.   

 
Another factor has been the great spirit of personal initiative, of innovation and creativity, that has been 

awakened in man.  In the past, as even I remember, the most practical virtue in the face of the ‘inevitable’ was 
resignation; today this has been replaced by an enterprising aggressiveness which, faced with the same situations, 
seeks to transform them.  There is a constant attempt to make improvements, to surpass what has gone before.   

 
A sixth element, one which is in sharp contrast with the spirit of freedom and autonomy, is that of organization.  

New systems of control, but control nonetheless.  Today, everyone thinks above all of organizing.   
 
In the light of this, the Church has set forth the principle of subsidiarity.  Briefly, it means that those in higher 

positions have the obligation to give orders only when it is essential, and to delegate tasks and decisions whenever 
possible.  No decision should be made on a higher level if it can be made on a lower one.  Authorities should 
stimulate those below them to decide, and to decide rightly, but without <taking?, making> the decision personally.  
Subsidiarity is a fundamental obligation in the exercise of authority.  The contemporary world is more and more 
conscious of this principle, on which the Holy See also has expressed itself.  It is in this spirit that our Constitution 
and Juridical Directory have been written.   

 
 

A little psychology, please!:  
 
In the light of all these new factors, we are becoming aware that authority should be exercised in a very 

different way than in the past.   
 
The first duty of one in authority is a serious and respectful study of the person to whom he must give orders.  

Individualism, the spirit of autonomy, sensitivity to freedom, a spirit of initiative and creativity, all show that the 
person has many rights; but beyond that, he often seeks ‘rights' that are not legitimate.  It is necessary to be very 
careful in order not to cause useless clashes or to make an opponent of the person who should be working with you.   

 
Moreover, we should try to understand the person, in order not to make him bear more than "a yoke that is easy 

and a burden that is light" (Mt 11, 30), according to his talents, and within the spirit of our Society of the M.Ss.A. 
 
We must, then, be understanding, and, as far as possible respect the desires and aspirations of each person.  

Given the right qualities in those under us, this is the best means of getting a good return, both in quantity and in 
quality, and to please everyone besides.  I fail to see how we can make an ideal out of always asking a companion to 
act against his inclinations.   
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Self-criticism and true humility:  

 
Arrogant attitudes must be avoided.  Here, it is necessary to remember that characters, peoples and areas are 

different from one another.  If, for example, the clergy in Latin America sets itself up in luxury and makes a show of 
power and of riches, it gives great scandal.  In the United States, on the other hand, a priest with a sloppy appearance 
is disparaged; he should present an appearance that reflects more care.  His house can be poor, but it should be 
equipped with a certain minimum of amenities.   

 
Recently, a group of French priests and lay people published a paper demanding that ‘the great scandal’ of St. 

Peter's Basilica in Rome be demolished as soon as possible.  It declared this monument to papal omnipotence to be 
intolerable, and insisted that, standing as a reminder of a scandalous past, it continues to "horrify the world...” 

 
All this indicates that authority appears differently to people in different parts of the world and according to the 

character and standards of each nation.  This could come to be a cause of difficulties in our own Society, which 
spans the entire Western hemisphere.   

 
According to the principle of subsidiarity, we should not just avoid arrogant attitudes; we should reduce our 

exercise of authority, leaving the greatest possible number of decisions to others.   
 
 

Dialogue:  
 
Another thing that is necessary today, is an attempt to persuade before giving an order; rather than commanding 

and then giving reasons afterwards, we should look for all possible ways of convincing the person beforehand of the 
value and necessity of his task.  It is far better always to encourage free cooperation; once it has really been 
achieved, it becomes unnecessary to give orders at all.   

 
In order to avoid confusion and conflict, it is best to clearly set the boundaries of each person's prerogatives: 

this is the reason of our ‘Directory’.   
 
It is very important to learn how to dialogue with others, which means above all to learn how to listen a great 

deal and to say little.  This is the indispensable condition of all dialogue, and a superior, more than anyone else, 
needs to be expert in it.  Above all, he should let his companions know the reasons for his decisions.   

 
Through dialogue, we discover very often that a given task can be done just as effectively in different ways: 

when choosing, let the superior inform his collaborators of the reasons for his preference, thus making him more 
ready to agree.   

 
A superior should be tolerant and respect the preferences of his brothers.  Our Society can use all the talents of 

its members and still be faithful to its mission.  Not long ago, we would have called this kind of thinking 
"naturalism," and pronounced it a sign of lack of faith.  But the spirit of faith should, I think, be realistic.  To keep 
the natural realities of this world is exercising faith, finding the will of God, from whom all things come.  God is 
incarnate in the created world, after all, and all things are his.  Our being, our activities and our apostolate all 
continue the incarnation of the Son of God.  There, we find the reality made by God, and in it God's Providence and 
His will are manifested.   

 
The more attentive we are to these ‘worldly’ elements, allowing ourselves to be guided by the vision of Divine 

Providence through everyday reality, the more we will be open to the Gospel, which complements and completes 
what these others have to tell us.  We would be building in vain if we did not keep in mind all those natural factors 
which come from God in His divine Providence.   

 
 

In imitation of Christ:  
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All this should make it clear that it is not easy to exercise authority.  It is only in the steps of Jesus, the sole 
Master, that we will learn this art.  How did Jesus exercise his mission of leadership, and how did he deal with his 
disciples?  

 
"He who exercises responsibility (authority) in the community should fulfill his function in a Christ-like 
way, that is, as inspirer of the community and as a principle of unity in search for the will of God, as it is 
carried out by the community."   (Constitution - No. 20)  
 

Jesus was truly a ‘spiritual leader’.  He shared his entire life with his apostles.  We do not see him giving many 
orders or commands, nor does he hand out ‘permissions’.  He, who is perfect holiness and who is so realistic, saw 
very clearly the imperfections and defects of his disciples; but you do not see him weighing them down with 
reproaches and corrections, nor does he set himself up as a defender of law and order.   

 
Jesus only corrected his disciples when they tried, surely through ignorance and naïveté, to turn him from 

accomplishing his mission or from his love for his Father and his brothers, for example, when Peter rebukes him for 
predicting the Passion (Mk 8, 32-33), or when James and John ask him to make fire fall from heaven on the people 
of Samaria (Lk 9, 55).  In order to correct the selfishness of his disciples when they quarrel over the first place, the 
Master gives them a personal lesson of real greatness through humble service (Jn 13, 15).   

 
Jesus accomplishes his mission by loving, that is to say, by giving life to his community.  He opened the eyes of 

his disciples by offering them a new way of seeing reality: the Gospel, source of unending discovery.  He did not so 
much command; his method was to live, to be with his disciples, building the community spiritually in faith, hope 
and charity.  He was ONE with them as he was ONE with his Father in the Spirit.   

 
A community's charism comes from the Holy Spirit.  It is the task of the superior precisely to promote this.  He 

does it constantly: charity is both resourceful and clear-sighted.  To love his community, and thus to transform from 
within through intimate, penetrating and constant action, without recourse to glaring ‘authority’, but rather with 
meekness and humility of heart - this is the task of a loving superior, who believes in the powerful and effective 
action of the Holy Spirit.   

 
 

Together in Christ, 
 in the service of the People of God.   
 
Eusebe-Henri Ménard.   
A Coordinator-General  
M.Ss.A. 


