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- INTRODUCTION - 

 

 

 

Dear Brother Missionaries of the Holy Apostles, 

 

Jesus Christ himself has instituted the priesthood, to serve the human family, the People of 

God, all brothers in the same Christ. 

 

It is not for us to invent this priesthood, to make it up, but what we must do is rather to 

discover it, and to practice it as Christ has done himself, and to live it such as the Apostles have 

lived it. 

 

Christ has wanted to need men to continue his presence and his influence among us, even if 

these men are often blunt tools, and always imperfect ones. 

 

We cannot want another Church than the one Christ Jesus wants: of this Church we find an 

authentic description in the Doctrine of Vatican II.  The mission entrusted by Christ to his 

Church cannot be reduced to mere social or political activities: there is that, - and much more 

than that. 

 

It is for us a question of building, in Christ and for Christ, a world that will be more just, 

more free, more united, more authentic, - a world in which love will replace cruelty.  To this task, 

all men - our brothers - bring their collaboration: rich and poor, weak and strong, learned and 

ignorant, big and small, Christian and non-Christian; the priest, because of his mission, animates 

them all and gives service to them all. 

 

“Go out to the whole world; proclaim the Good News to all creation.”     (Mk 16, 15) 

 

The function of the priest is not, must not be, purely material and temporal.  He is the man of 

invisible and eternal realities; he implants the Church - that is to say: a group of people who love, 

respect and help each other, - he implants this Church where it is not as yet, - he announces the 

Gospel, and brings together the community of believers, - he forgives sins, - celebrates the 

Eucharist, - and so ensures a full and unfailing success to the creation. 

 

The Christ of the Eucharist, whom alone the priest makes present on the altar of sacrifice, 

- is the immense love of God for us, 

- is also the immense love of each of us men, and of the whole human family, for God. 

 

Take away the Eucharist from creation, and there is no more love on earth, men die of cold, 

and creation no longer has a reason for its existence <(1 Col 9, 22)?>: There is only Christ: he is 

everything and he is in everything (cf. Col 3, 11). 

 

The Catholic Church is, and always will remain a Church of sinners, of wounded, who expect 

from Christ and from His priest the Way, the Truth and the Life.  All want to give a sense to their 
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life, but many are mistaken.  However, even the most degraded aspire to their liberation.  Often 

unconsciously, they seek Christ and his priest. 

 

Woe to us, priests, if we do not listen to our brothers, if we let them down, presenting to these 

men - gasping for true liberty - human theories, cleverly built-up, maybe, but from which the 

power of the Holy Spirit is diplomatically excluded: this Spirit who makes us be born in Christ, 

act and grow in Him until we reach the point when, for us “to live is Christ.”  This Spirit is the 

Spirit of Jesus, Christ, unique liberator of his Church, and - through her, - of the world... 

 

“So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed...”     (Jn 8, 36) 

 

If we, priests, are the first to believe in the Gospel, we are going to contest ourselves, we are 

going to convert ourselves, renew ourselves; among all men, our brothers, constantly, we are 

going to ask ourselves: are we faithful to this Gospel, with its exigencies of truth and of justice? 

 

How can one imagine that, within the Church, there are priests, and Christians, who desire to 

do away with what constitutes the essential part of the sacerdotal function as established by 

Christ?  <They might> just as well do away with the priesthood and with the Church. 

 

There is the evangelical way of practicing one’s priesthood which makes all men, believers 

and un-believers, - benefit by it.  Give me a priest who prays, who studies, who is faithful to his 

Mass, - he will be faithful to serve, and to serve like Christ, to the end - that is, as far as giving 

his life for his brothers. 

 

“the good shepherd is one who lays down his life for his sheep...”     (Jn 10, 11) 

 

Such is the priest.  This is not a theory: it is a life, the most beautiful of all lives.  The 

priesthood is the greatest career in the service of the highest of all causes. 

 

The true priest must know that - until his death - he will be “a sign of contradiction...,” on the 

condition that he be faithful to his sacerdotal mission such as Christ established it.  He will be the 

light for the children of light; he will be darkness for the children of the night. 

 

As priest, he will be a challenge.  Seeing him, people will be perplexed.  To all appearances, 

he is a man like any other, and although, there is something in him that escapes us; 

 

- he is among the people, and he remains inaccessible; 

- even if he wants to be open and candid, he still is a mystery; 

- men think they understand him, and in fact their definitions of the priest are anything but 

precise... 

 

The priest adapts himself: however, in a period when all seems to change, his principles and 

his sacerdotal character remain steady.  His inspiration comes from the Gospel.  Indeed, the priest 

is a strange man, - but he never is a stranger.  This is why the men ‘of the world’ hate the priest: 

he is their adversary.  They will never forgive him for retaining on earth Him whom they thought 
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to have placed in the tomb for ever, doing away finally with Him. 

 

Here he is, this priest, through all the centuries and in all the countries since the days of 

Christ, a reality but an enigma, a mystery, loved, feared, hated: a man, and still more than a man. 

 

Nations come up, and disappear, - conquerors rise and fall, - in spite of wars and revolutions, 

- the priesthood remains, stable, eternal.  It goes on from generation to generation, humble 

outwardly, but with the nobility of an imperial dynasty which has known no interruption, because 

it is divine. 

 

The priest is really a strange man.  Hooted at, called “survivor of past ages,” or taken for a 

sort of witch-doctor, meant to perpetuate ridiculous superstitions.  They say that he is reactionary 

when, in reality, he is ahead of his time: he looks at the future; considering attentively the 

present, he warns about what is to come.  He anticipates, preparing for the future. 

 

In fact, he gives the real meaning of all humanism, of all human progress, showing that Christ 

alone is Life, and center of all science, of the whole of history, of all the created world.  But - 

because he has the words of eternity - the world considers him as ‘un-interesting...’. 

 

This is the eternal paradox of the priest.  In a world <who?, which> insists more and more on 

sex, he gives the lie, by his very life, to those who say that purity is impossible: he has given his 

own life in order to reconcile man with God.  Poor and weak, he has no political power, no 

money, no arms - none of these things others use to impose their will... 

 

However, his own weakness is his strength; “He can do all in Him who strengthens him” 

(Phil 4, 13).  His particular interest and love goes to the most ill-favored: those who suffer, who 

are ignorant, who have fallen. 

 

In the priest is continually realized the prediction of hate and persecution made by the Lord at 

the Last Supper.  In the whole of history there never has been any institution so calumniated, 

more blindly misunderstood, more wildly attacked than the Catholic priesthood.  And - we must 

say it with sorrow - never in a more subtle, more efficient way than in our own days, and by some 

of our Catholic, own priests... 

 

The mystery of the priest remains an enigma, even to himself.  But he will continue, standing 

up, witness to the invisible Kingdom, - and this until the end of the times. 

 

Trust, confidence...  the Lord Jesus, the almighty Master who has vanquished death and the 

world, is with his priest.  It is He who has chosen him: 

 

You did not choose me.  No, I chose you; and I commissioned you to go out and 

to bear fruit, fruit that will last.”     (Jn 15, 16) 

 

Trusting in Christ, our hope, the priest will continue joyfully his sacerdotal Life, faithful to 

prayer, to Mass, to the Word...  All men, his brothers, expect much from him: he must not 
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deceive them: they expect the words of eternal Life. 

 

 Rev. Eusèbe-H. Menard, 

May 7, 1970. Superior 

Feast of the Ascension. Missionaries of the Holy Apostles. 
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To the question everybody is asking: 

 

“What will be the priest of tomorrow...?” 

 

Cardinal Gabriel-M. Garrone, Prefect of the Sacred Congregation of Christian Education, has 

given an enlightening answer. 

 

I have thought it right to submit to the meditation of the members of our Society the 

reflections of this priest of deep convictions, of this man of prayer. 

 

For us, Missionaries of the Holy Apostles, ‘awakeners’ of sacerdotal vocations among adults, 

it is supremely important to reflect - and to make others reflect - on what constitutes the essential 

part of our sacerdotal mission, - <as?, and> also to be sure of making a distinction between 

‘pastoral adaptation’ and ‘sacerdotal function’. 

 

The question is not for us priests to be liberal or conservative, but rather, and above all, to 

continue the mission of mediation of Christ Jesus. 

 

 

 

 

THE PRIEST OF TOMORROW 

 

a. a real problem: 

 

1. The question comes up from everywhere: what will be, what should be the priest of 

tomorrow? 

 

It is a theme of dissertation, of discussion, of suggestions, and even of prophecies. 

 

To deny the existence of the problem would be futile and even harmful because it would be 

denying reality.  It is not stated by our imagination but rather by facts.  However, it needs being 

stated clearly and correctly for us to be in a position to find a solution.  Now, very often the 

problem is not stated in such a way: in this case it is inevitable that the suggested solution would 

be at the very least, a dangerous one.  It may have the clarity and the false obviousness of an easy 

answer and so is all the more to be feared. 

 

b. to pray and to study together: 

 

2a. The priest who, tomorrow, will have found anew the perfect balance of the priesthood 

adapted to the world reality and who will be in a position to penetrate this reality with the Word 

of God, - this priest cannot be found at the end of an argument or of an intellectual intuition.  It is 

at the price of a long, loyal and collective effort, at once patient and obstinate, that this ripe fruit 

will be gathered, - as it has happened in the course of the centuries, offering to each generation - 

according to its own necessities, a living image, modeled by divine grace: the day before 
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yesterday, a St. Vincent de Paul, yesterday a Curé d’Ars, today a Father de Foucauld.  All of 

these are masterpieces of grace and of the whole Church at work, - and not the result of 

speculation. 

 

What is to be done, then, is to undertake together a long journey and, to reach our goal, to 

accept the conditions of an authentic work.  We can easily express the rules of such work.  There 

are two of them: 

 

- first of all, start from the traditional and irrecusable elements which the Church has always 

used to define the priest, - elements we must study in depth to extract from them their luminous 

contents. 

 

- Then - and this is equally indispensable - start from today’s facts to analyze them with lucidity, 

without fear or weakness. 

 

This second effort is no less necessary nor less difficult than is the first one.  It will, then, be 

more from the interior than from the exterior that we shall make the long-expected discovery of a 

profile of the true priest, adjusted to the real world. 

 

c. Plan: three stages: 

 

This is why we must carefully guard against errors of method and also discern the successive 

and necessary steps of a logical reflection, before giving out the expected indications - and, if 

possible, illustrate them by an example. 

 

These will be the steps of our reflection. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER I: ERRORS OF METHOD 

 

a. In the actual context: 

 

2b. In such an important matter the errors of method can only be far reaching.  What will be the 

priest of tomorrow?  What ought he to be?  The very heavy pressure of present circumstances 

leads us to state this problem in a tense and dangerous context. 

 

There exists, in fact, actually and in the various countries of the world, a ‘priest-problem’, 

which takes the form of uneasiness, and at times of real suffering.  This problem is amplified 

further because it brings forth comments and developments, - often artificial or adventurous.  

Lots of people get hold of it and give it an over-exaggerated and violent expression. 

 

3. Indeed, it is the priest who bears more than any other the weight of the Church’s experience.  

On him reflects brutally the shock of reality.  It was he who yesterday was making the contact 
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and so, more than anybody, does he feel the break.  His isolation is a psychological phenomenon 

as, undeniable as it is painful. 

 

The world has changed and the priest has the feeling of having become a stranger in what is 

now the real climate of his surroundings.  He is looking for his exact place in this new world.  To 

which we must add a confusion still deeper, which comes from an intellectual culture that is ill-

adapted, insufficiently maintained and unwisely nourished.  Each priest reflects - openly or 

secretly - the new theological or exegetical ideas, in the face of which he is defenseless and 

which deprive him of the security he needs to affirm and proclaim the message of Faith. 

 

 

- A - 

- ISOLATE THE SACERDOTAL PROBLEM - 

 

a. Problem of the whole Church: 

 

4. The first observation consists in seeing clearly that the problems met today by the priesthood 

are inseparable from the global problem met by the Church. 

 

These problems are an expression - more striking maybe and more palpable than any other - 

of the necessary effort that insertion in a new world imposes on the whole Church, on each 

category of believers, and on each person in particular. 

 

b. New problems: 

 

5. There would be error, misunderstanding and eventually injustice, on the part of the priests, 

were they to believe their drama an isolated and unique one in the midst of a peaceful, secure 

Christian universe.  This error contributes to make the drama more painful, and even insoluble.  

But it is an error.  It is sufficient to open - next to the presbytery door - that of the Christian 

home.  The changes of the world bring out, through a thousand factors so far imperfectly 

analyzed, new questions, which are no less serious than that of the priest, and which might well 

appear, like his, and at first sight, blind-alleys. 

 

Transformations of all orders have placed in front of consciences the problem of birth-

regulation: it is the most evident and the most significant.  These transformations have 

fundamentally modified the relations between children and parents in a completely new familial 

framework.  This is not, for those who live through it, a mere difficulty, and - for being less 

brutally apparent - it is not less serious: the word revolution is hardly exaggerated - it is being 

used - and this revolution is no longer simply <a> matter of words, and the universal and violent 

contestation ‘students vs. teachers’ is but a secondary form of it. 

 

c. between the invisible and the visible world: 

 

6. It is normal that the difficulty, when it lies in the proper domain of religion and not only in 

that of ethics, is to find its peak in the priest.   
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Indeed, through his condition and his character, he is the living symbol of the Church.  He is 

placed, so to speak, at the seam where the order of the Faith joins that of the world.  In his very 

person is felt more immediately, and harder, the critical tension between a deeply renovated 

universe and the Christian realities, coming as they do from Christian revelation and destined to 

integrate themselves in this world in order to give it a soul. 

 

d. always to serve: 

 

7. To deny the trial to which are put today the sacerdotal condition and conscience would, in 

consequence, be deeply wrong, and even unrealistic.  We must actually say that this trial is 

certainly the hardest one.  But we must also say that it is the very trial of the whole Church, and 

of every one of her members - only lived under its most extreme form. 

 

This acknowledgement will already quieten the mind and, above all, create - in view of 

finding solutions - the indispensable context of reality. 

 

The priest is not alone engaged in this problem.  So that he will have to resolve it with 

everybody, and not alone.  He will only solve it, in fact - because such is his mission - by helping 

others, first, to solve it.  To get out of himself to understand the whole problem and to serve 

others, such is for him - more than for anybody else - the road to salvation.  Any solution that 

would not be under this sign must beforehand be considered as false.  Because it is there that is 

the priest’s grace.  And <a> purely personal solution does not answer the question. 

 

 

- B - 

- ABSTRACT FROM HISTORY - 

 

8. The second illusion consists in considering this problem as one such as the Church has never 

known.  Indeed, history does not repeat itself.  But past experiences light up present difficulties.  

The Church has never ceased, through the centuries, to encounter problems that were original, 

this is a fact, - but similar problems, just as disconcerting and distressing. 

 

When, at the beginning of this century, the Church had to replace herself, through the 

modernist crisis, the priests of those days went through anguishes similar to ours.  The depth and 

the difficulty of the sacerdotal problem in the drama of the Reformation is well to be compared to 

our present problem. 

 

It is not the first time that the priesthood?, priest> has to question the way in which he has to 

inscribe itself in the context of a changing social order.  What could be said of the XIIth century, 

at the time when - in the rediscovery of the antiquity and of its wisdom, - the whole intellectual, 

secure equilibrium of the Church felt shaken.  Never has the conscience of this historical reality 

that is the living memory of the Church, been more necessary to her life. 
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- C - 

- GOING FROM THE PASTORAL PLAN TO THE DOCTRINAL - 

 

a. Two plans: pastoral and doctrinal: 

 

 

9. Third observation, which is rarely considered either: the sliding which occurs frequently 

nowadays, unconsciously, from what one might call the Pastoral Plan, to the Doctrinal plan. 

 

It is not the same thing to ask oneself how the priest, on his own part - because we must be 

aware of it, the question is the same for every Christian - can and must find the way of his own 

insertion and of his own service in today’s world, or to get hold of the very idea of the priesthood 

in order to examine it and eventually revise it. 

 

b. distinction between accidental and essential: 

 

10. We will say that the insertion of the priest in the difficult new context demands that we 

should find anew the true notion of the priesthood and that we should <bare?, strip> it of all that 

might have been the trimmings of a period, the social equipment of an era, - all of them un-

adapted nowadays. 

 

We will say that it is on the condition of separating the necessary, the immutable, from the 

accidental, that one will be able to face the passage to a new order of human relations, to a 

completely new situation: the priest must abandon to a finished universe all that must, and can 

die with it, in order to be ready to wear the new vestment made to the measure of a new era.  

Leaving aside all rhetorical excess, we simply must accept this view of things.  But on one 

fundamental and unavoidable condition: one must accept the law of such a research. 

 

c. Theology has its methods: 

 

11. To discuss the idea of the priest, even to distinguish certain aspects considered as 

‘sociological’, is to enter theology.  One must know it, - one must say so.  Now, theology has its 

own methods, its own standards, which one cannot ignore and that are neither those of 

psychology nor of sociology, - even if these sciences must at times be referred to.  And this is 

what most commentaries - more or less authorized, more or less serious, - at times serious - about 

the priest, gravely disregard. 

 

d. What does Christ say?: 

 

12. What must the priest do in order to be able to face the actual situation and fulfill his mission 

towards the present world? 

 

First and foremost, what Christ has willed when He instituted him, as witnessed by the 

Scriptures and by the Church in her teaching and in her official and continuous life.  If this 

question is not first stated, if one does not resolutely accept the answer to it given by theology 
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using its own resources, the conclusions are not only without interest, but they are full of dangers 

and lead to catastrophes. 

 

Now, in general it is not so.  One talks right and left as if one knew well what the priest is, or 

- What comes to the same - as if the Church herself had never known it very well.  Results: 

...anything, and, at times, the worst.  It happens that one invokes the Second Vatican Council, 

considered as an encouragement to reforms, - but one avoids carefully finding out what it has 

said about the priest, and what doctrine it gives on the subject: as a super-ironical statement, one 

even says that there was no mention of it... 

 

e. Pastoral problem: 

 

13. Maybe the greatest danger at the present time is the tendency to let the problem of the priest - 

which is a pastoral problem - <a> problem of the insertion of the priesthood in a new world - 

become, unknown to us, a doctrinal problem. 

 

Today, when one has to study the manner in which the priest must place himself in the 

present world, one sees, little by little, the question - without doing so explicitly - change its level 

and come out in the following way: “How is the priesthood to be understood?  Has one had, so 

far, the right idea, - shouldn’t one take up anew the idea of priesthood?” 

 

This is one of the greatest perils of today. 

 

We shall not solve the sacerdotal problem if we have reformed the idea of the priesthood at 

the moment of trying to find a solution.  We must re-encounter the notion of the priesthood in its 

deep traditional truth, in order to be able to insert it - with all its purity and all its strength - in the 

new world where we are placed. 

 

14. It is a fact that the pastoral problem that the Curé d’Ars was facing was not the same as the 

one we are now facing.  The dominant problem today for a city pastor has no relation whatsoever 

with the problem that filled the life of the Curé d’Ars, which was that of the dominical fidelity of 

the parishioners of his small village.  It is not the same pastoral problem, but it is the same priest 

who has to solve the new problem and who solved the other.  And if the priest who, tomorrow 

will want to solve the present problem has not the faith, the deep convictions that were those of 

the Curé d’Ars, - he will not solve them.  One of the dangers we are meeting today, is to 

substitute <to?, for> a pastoral problem a doctrinal one - and to re-make the notion of the priest 

in order to solve a problem which supposes - on the contrary - this priestly notion to be solidly 

and faithfully secured.  This danger is one of the deepest seated, against which we have to guard 

and to prepare. 

 

f. Priest like the Curé d’Ars: 

 

15. There is a doctrine of the priesthood that has been sufficiently defined and lived by the 

Church for us to reflect and to find light in it.  The priest of today who is looking for his way 

cannot disown the Curé d ‘Ars.  If he were to understand his priesthood otherwise than <it was> 
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understood <it?, by> this man of God, he would not understand it as does the Church, and his 

search would be vain. 

 

That man has loved Christ Jesus living, risen after having gone through the Passion and the 

death of the Cross, He has believed that he had received from God, through the Sacrament of 

Holy Orders, the mission of working to make Him known, to make Him loved and to save the 

souls from eternal death.  He has lived passionately, in his turn, the fight that Christ leads against 

Satan and against evil.  He has been haunted by the sinners and their eternal salvation. 

 

He has believed that he had received from the Church the words that light the way and that 

save, - and that he had to, day after day, cost what may, - even to the sacrifice of his life - he had 

to pass on these words through an untiring and simple teaching.  He has believed that he had 

received the power to assure men that they were delivered of their sins.  He has believed that he 

was holding in his hands the Body and the Blood of this Lord given to men to be their food.  He 

has lived and he died for this, at the example of his Master. 

 

Today’s priest may not join him as far as the height of his charity, but he cannot avoid 

following him in the same direction. 

 

g. Careful with the illusions of solution: 

 

16. One thing will point to the error: when one transposes the pastoral problem of the priest’s life 

onto the doctrinal plan, one ends either with deep discouragement - the priest no longer knows on 

what to hold, he no longer knows what he is, - or else one ends - and this is worse - with illusions 

of solution.  When we read, for instance, that the solution of the problem for the priest consists 

for him to take up a profession... it may be possible..., but given the way the problem is stated, 

the suggested solution is a false one. 

 

Even when the priest has a profession, if he gets one, he will not have solved his problem, 

because it will not have been stated in the terms it should have been.  This is how one sees, here 

and there, appear the idea of a priesthood which consists for a man to be like the others, with - 

from time to time - an activity on a liturgical or other level: the priesthood is then no more than a 

functional accident in the life of any man.  When things get to that point, the problem is not 

solved, it is suppressed. 

 

 

- D - 

- ASSIMILATION TO THE LAITY - 

 

17. One of the inevitable slopes upon which reflection risks to slide is the one that seeks to the 

problem of the priest a solution in the direction of assimilating him to the laity.  It was inevitable 

that, under the cruel feeling of loss of contact - the priest would seek this solution in the form of 

a dive into the world which denies itself to him.  The danger begins at the moment when the 

priesthood risks - in order to be more efficient - to dissolve itself and when the priest - to be more 

efficaciously priest - transforms himself into a layman. 



The Priest - Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow 

Page 15 of 26 

 

The day when this assimilation should be perfect, not only <will> there no more be priests, 

but the layman himself would lose the sense of his own part, which the existence and the 

teaching of the priest should make him discover, while helping him to exercise it. 

 

18. The lesson of the Council in this regard is full of teachings and virtualities so far un-

exploited.  The novelty and the richness of the doctrine of Lumen Gentium in what concerns the 

priest is on the side of a re-discovery of his relation with the bishop.  The priesthood of the 

bishop, placed anew in full light, re-attached to its sources, given back to its universal 

destination, can only resound deeply upon the conscience the priest can take of himself and of his 

own role, giving him Hope once again. 

 

This consideration certainly has much weight when one has to judge one or other of the 

solutions suggested today.  One sees how they take root in the conscience of the present situation 

and how they carry in themselves the dangerous ferment of confusion. 

 

 

- E - 

- PURELY HUMAN STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM - 

 

a. Reason is not enough: 

 

19. One last danger is to maintain the problem of the priest on a purely rational plane, because 

this problem must first of all be solved with our faith, and by it.  If we let ourselves <be> 

gradually confined in a purely human way of reasoning, we can only go astray, because the 

problem is of another order.  It supposes, to be solved, a progressive realization of Christ’s 

presence, a purification of faith, without which all solution is vain.  If the priest of tomorrow is 

not a man whose force of prayer and contemplative capacity are greater still than those of the best 

priests in the past, the sacerdotal problem will remain unsolved. 

 

And here we must defend ourselves because, as the problem was born of human causes, the 

temptation is inevitable to maintain oneself on the level of these causes, and to see no longer that 

it is in <depth?, faith> that the real resources are to be found.  These spiritual resources are the 

most important ones to use in the present difficulties. 

 

b. faith is essential: 

 

20. More still than yesterday, the priest of today must be a man of faith: he must be a man who 

lives with Christ, in depth, because around him nothing will support him, nor will <it> help him, 

as happened in the past.  It is essential, then, that his roots, his anchor, be inside.  As the various 

props fall away, right and left, the deep hold on Christ must be stronger and stronger. 

 

The sense of poverty and of perfect chastity that must discover the priest are gifts of God that 

must be cultivated in depth.  Today, people feel it vaguely and ask the Church for poverty.  They 

are right.  And it would be terrible if we only answered to their demands with exterior acts, for 
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the poverty that Christ asks of us, priests, is an infinitely deeper poverty.  It is an act of faith in 

the capacity of God to assure our existence even without material means.  That is what is wanted 

of us.  And it is with this radical poverty that we shall be able to face exterior poverty, and to 

make people understand what exactly is the poverty that Christ demands of us today. 

 

And the same goes for our chastity.  Today in the world, a chaste priest is one of the keys for 

the discovery of God by men.  God, for them, is absent.  And the fact of the man who accepts to 

live on God in the affective sense, may awaken them to astonishment: Somebody is there who 

sustains a man in his human existence, and who allows him to find the equilibrium that others 

seek in purely human ways! 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER II: COMPONENTS OF THE ‘PRIEST-PROBLEM’ 

 

21. One way of preventing the dangers to which we have referred consists in accepting the law of 

global and systematical reflection.  It is an error than to deal directly with the problem of the 

priest without having first carefully weighed its components. 

 

If there exists a problem for the priest, it is because there is a problem for the Church; if there 

is a Church problem, it is because it was born of a certain world situation. 

 

The three degrees of this analysis are linked together and must be carefully examined. 

 

 

- A - 

- TRANSFORMATION OF THE HUMAN SITUATION - 

 

a. Total renewal: 

 

22. We <could?, can> not here enter into long developments, however we must say the essential 

in order to be able to indicate positive orientations for a research. 

 

The problem of the priest was born of the fact that, around us, the situation of man - be it 

social, economical, intellectual as a consequence, spiritual as well, - has gone through total 

renewal.  The difficulty for the priest came from the amazingly sudden and complete 

transformation in the situation of man, - transformation such as never happened in the course of 

the centuries. 

 

In this context, the priest must today find his own place.  He used to have it, certainly not an 

easy one, because the priest’s task never has been that and cannot be, - but fairly clear-cut 

anyhow, and simple, in a universe which is now obsolete.  And today they must again find this 

place in a new kind of universe. 
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b. ...unknown to us: 

 

23. The world has changed, but imperceptibly and nearly unknown to us.  It has needed the 

charismatic boldness of Pope John XXIII to acknowledge it in the name of the Church, through 

the announcement and the realization of his Council.  I will only bring to the fore a few obvious 

features to show how the changes have had a repercussion on the sacerdotal life in an extremely 

painful way - which remains so, and at times becomes tragic. 

 

c. man lives in the world: 

 

24. Thanks to the scientific explosion and its technical consequences, there has been a 

broadening of man’s personality.  The men with whom the priest must now deal are absolutely 

different from the men considered in yesterday’s normal pastoral work.  Yesterday’s man lived in 

a very limited universe.  His average horizon hardly went beyond his village or his city.  He did 

not attempt, either in imagination or by travel, to reach very far. 

 

Nowadays, the sphere of any man’s existence is - at least in imagination - nearly equivalent to 

the surface of the earth.  And the priest who tries to minister to him in the village or in the city, 

makes a mistake because this man does not live any longer in the city or in the village.  Through 

all the media of information, through all the media of transport that are his, he lives in an 

infinitely greater world. 

 

d. perpetual mobility: 

 

25. This extension of the personal existence of men goes with a new mobility that makes them 

escape the priest’s hold.  Yesterday, the objective was stable: the man the priest was meant to 

meet and to save could not escape him.  Actually, each man is a mobile being, whose existence 

leads to perpetual changes of abode. 

 

In a city, there is the cycle of daily work, which takes man from his home to his place of 

work; there is the cycle of dominical freedom, which causes the flight from town, and this 

precisely at the times most important for religious activities, on Sundays; then there is the great, 

more and more general change of location, when everybody enjoys holidays and travels. 

 

All <this?, these>, which <appears?, appear to be> material details, <is?, are>, however very 

important for the priest: anxiety of the pastor for whom the liturgical effort, the preparation of 

dominical Mass, constitute nearly the center of his pastoral activity, - and who finds himself, on 

Sunday - when the sun shines - facing a church empty of parishioners because, very early, they 

went off... 

 

e. multiple social groups: 

 

26. This mobility goes with what the Council and Pope John XXIII have called - in the very 

general sense of the word - a ‘socialization’, i.e., the fact that people are beginning to find 

themselves engaged in many circuits of existence, each one very different from the others.  They 
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are professionally, socially bound to many circles which weigh on their life, constraining them in 

various ways. 

 

I will quote a conversation that struck me.  With a country pastor to whom I was asking 

whether he had good contacts with his parishioners.  This elderly pastor was telling me: “I have 

baptized them all, or nearly.”  I then asked him, “Can you have any influence on your flock, on 

whatever concerns their professional life, the working of their land, the sale of their produce?...” 

- they were mostly farmers - “Oh,” he said, people think that all this is none of the pastor’s 

business.”  “But,” I said, “your young people, boys or girls, have you any influence on them?  

Can you reach them?”  - “As for them,” he said, “they are not here on Sundays...”  I was rather 

disconcerted.  Finally, I asked him: “Anyhow, there are the fathers and mothers of families?”  He 

answered: “For all that concerns their home life, they do not speak about it in confession...” 

 

f. the priest feels alone: 

 

27. I was thinking: so, with the changes that have occurred in the professional and familial life, in 

the life of leisure on Sundays, - what is there left in the hands of the priests?  An elderly pastor 

can still have some influence, or imagine that he has.  But a younger priest takes vividly 

conscience of these things.  At the heart of the problem of the priest are these very simple, 

material realities, which have contributed to the creation of a climate of uncertainty, of anxiety. 

 

The priest has the impression of being alone in a world that has been built up around him, - 

and in which he has no part.  And when the priest speaks of isolation, the word is right and it has 

this as a basis: the impression that, gradually, all the reality on which his priestly life was geared 

is being transformed, and that he remains alone in the midst of a desert.  <An> impression more 

or less acute, more or less acknowledged, but one that leaves a deep interior uneasiness. 

 

 

- B - 

- PASTORAL LIFE: MORE DIFFICULT CONDITIONS - 

 

a. Faithful more active: 

 

28. Besides, the conditions of Pastoral life - in the measure in which the priest reaches the 

faithful, - are becoming more difficult.  Such is the case for the priest, - so it is for the bishop.  

The teaching of the Faith, the communication of the Faith in this new world, meet with 

conditions completely unknown and singularly difficult.  The people with whom we had to deal 

yesterday, to speak to them of God, to announce the Gospel, used to approach the priest and to 

present themselves to his teaching with an interior attitude that was - in the good sense of the 

word, passive.  The faithful was essentially the man, or the woman, sitting at the foot of the 

pulpit from which a priest was speaking.  He was there to receive the Word, - and he did so. 

 

b. often biased: 

 

29. And not only is he no longer passive, but when the priest exposes to him a facet of the Faith, 
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the mind of the faithful is often biased.  The fact is that the priest and the bishop are not the only 

ones to speak of the things of religion today: whoever cares to speak on the subject may do so.  

He has in his hands all the media he needs, and as there are people who have not lost interest in 

the things of religion, it happens that the least of the faithful - next to the priest’s direct teaching - 

is submitted to what I would call “parallel teaching”. 

 

Today, man learns his religion, or un-learns it, hears about original sin, or the rest, not only 

from his pastor or from his bishop, but from all sorts of people: reviews, newspapers, bring him 

the echo - more or less distorted - of discussions on these subjects. 

 

30. And so, when man comes to receive the priest’s teaching, his mind is biased; then, one has to 

deal not only with a man who reacts, who wants to understand, who asks questions, but with a 

man whose head is already full of ideas more or less false, and of possible objections.  It is in this 

very context that the priest is working. 

 

There is the source of sacerdotal difficulties.  And as soon as one has seen it, one accepts this 

problem and one does not keep any longer the vague illusion that things will return to what they 

used to be.  They will not return; events march on and we must march on with them.  It is what 

the Church has understood when she called the Council. 

 

 

- C - 

- PERMANENCE OF GOD’S GRACE - 

 

a. God works in us: 

 

31. In front of the situation of which I have just evoked, simply, the reality, - of the priest who 

feels himself to be ‘let loose’ in a new universe, - what are the resources at the priest’s disposal? 

 

We must state that our resource, today as yesterday, and as ever, remains for us the grace of 

God.  We have to build up, spiritually and religiously, a new universe, and our first tool to do this 

is the grace of God.  We have to reestablish ourselves - with the resources of our faith and our 

priesthood, in a world that has not yet - in its newness - heard about God. 

 

32. It is, in a way, a de-Christianization, but it is very much more a lack of Christianization.  To 

say that men are responsible for the fall in religious practice in the world today is to make an 

unjust judgment.  It is not that men refuse the Faith.  It is life that, in a certain way, goes out of 

line, and our mission is to catch up with it. 

 

It is not that men lose their faith: it is that life organizes itself apart from us.  Such is the 

actual problem and we have, ourselves, to try and find a new place in this universe. 

 

Let’s not forget that our main tool is, above all, the confidence - in all faith - in a mission 

entrusted to us by God.  The task of the Church is greater than ever.  Our faith constitutes the 

main factor in our effort. 
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What we must do is to trust our priesthood to convince ourselves that this new world in 

which we are entering has not received the Word that would allow it to balance itself humanly, - 

and that, <in> consequence, this word that we possess, we must find the way to make it known to 

the world.  This is exactly what John XXIII was telling us at the beginning of the Council. 

 

b. the priest must live what he teaches: 

 

33. We have as a mission to meet the new world and to give it eternal words, those of the Gospel 

and of the Faith; and we must, because of our priesthood, present to the world these words, so to 

speak, lived in our priestly person.  What the Church demands of us, the qualities she insists we 

should have, - all the excesses she wants from us, all show clearly her will to see that the 

messenger of the Word should not only carry it in his mouth, but in his life. 

 

To think, for instance, that today a priest who is not celibate would be better fitted to carry 

the word of God to today’s world - I allow myself to think that - simply from the point of view of 

reflection - it is a counter-truth: in order for this self-building world, without any spiritual 

ferment whatsoever, to find again this ferment, the priest must be for it the witness of something 

that - through his chastity - can be discovered by the world. 

 

This door is one of those that are the most appropriate to open a man’s eyes on some other 

perspective than those opened out by science and technical conquests. 

 

I would say the same for poverty.  It is certain that poverty will constitute one of the elements 

of the character and profile of the priest in the world to come: if he wants to bring to this world 

the spiritual ferment, the Word that Christ has given us and that must awaken Hope, in a universe 

so crushed down by material wealth that man does not find his place in it any longer. 

 

c. patience: 

 

34. We can trust grace.  Of course, we cannot think that Christianism is going to take hold of 

such a new world simply through the virtue of an idea, of a formula.  It is the work of one 

generation.  We are those who, slowly, will have to labor hard so that the breach is done; others 

will benefit by it later, after us.  But we have enough indications that God is with us.  The 

Council is hardly behind us: less than five years ago did this Council really start. 

 

d. much has been done in a short time: 

 

35. And when one thinks of what has been accomplished, one remains amazed that, in the space 

of so few years, so much has already been achieved.  Elderly men are astounded.  I’ll take only 

one example: that of the revolution that took place and that has given back to the Church the 

contact with so many people outside her own fold, whom she considered as strangers, after 

centuries of mutual ignorance. 

 

What was the Greek Church for us?  I would dare to say, even for us, bishops?  About 
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nothing.  They were ‘schismatics’ with whom no normal contact was considered as a duty. 

 

The Council has made us realize, with some sort of stupor, that we were in the presence of 

people who have received the same baptism as we have, who believe in the same Eucharist, and 

that it is really difficult to consider them - if one believes in the Gospel - as strangers.  The 

contact with this Oriental world is a contact that we have taken up again and - whatever be the 

juridical and concrete realization of the future - it is irreversible.  We shall no longer prevent the 

Christian conscience to have fraternal feelings towards these millions of men who were receiving 

the same Christ, who believed like us - and who were as strangers for us. 

 

The same applies to the protestant world, for three or four centuries practically a stranger and 

fairly often an enemy: whatever the points on which our thoughts yet coincide so imperfectly, 

there exists in depth a love of Christ that links us!  How could they be strangers for us, being 

baptized?  How could he be a stranger <he?> who is capable to affirm his faith in Christ and 

even to demonstrate an ardent love for Him?  Certainly, there remains a long task for us to 

accomplish in order to make the communion perfect, but the contact is made with them, and how 

could we call it anything else but a resurrection! 

 

This is the sign of the Church’s health. 

 

 

- D - 

- RESOURCES AT OUR DISPOSAL - 

a. solidarity: 

 

36. The first one is the solidarity between priests, and the solidarity of the priests around the one 

who has the responsibility of a sacerdotal group, of a Church, that is to say, the bishop.  

Sacerdotal solidarity is one of the most important keys of the future. 

 

The problem we have to solve, no single priest will solve it.  Very often a problem that is 

insoluble for a priest is not so for the priests.  In the measure they care to consider it as a 

collective problem, they will solve it.  This parishioner who leaves the city on Sundays, goes to 

another parish; if, between priests, the unity of work was sufficient, this would not matter.  

Actually, it still does matter, in the ‘atomization’ that still is our pastoral life. 

 

So, the first element appears to me as being a sacerdotal community, working together. 

 

b. co-responsibility of the laity: 

 

37. The second one, without any doubt, is a deep faith in the capacity - and the irreplaceable 

capacity - of the laity.  We must give the laity a credit that is an act of faith.  We must tell 

ourselves that the work we have to do, we cannot do it alone...  That this problem, of insertion, 

for the priest is the problem, for the priest to form inserted men.  That if the priest is not - in <a?, 

one> way or another - an educator of militant laity in the world, the priest will not solve the 

problems of the Christians, and will not solve his own either. 
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This is the lesson of the latest years of the Church - this discovering of the laity, of its 

apostolic capacity and - in consequence - of the necessity for the priest to help it open out in this 

direction. 

 

c. all are missionaries: 

 

38. A third line where the Church sends us with force, and where our sacerdotal instinct leads us, 

is obviously the missionary orientation.  Today’s Church has no longer the right of considering 

herself anywhere in the world as a Church entrusted above all with ‘conserving’. 

 

She must realize that, all around, the world is busy constituting itself without her, and that, in 

consequence, a Church that would not be missionary would go both against the Church, such as 

willed by the Council, and against the reality of things. 

 

Those who are far-away, or those who are going away, must be for the Church the point on 

which she sets her eyes and her thought, in order to go ahead.  The missionary instinct in the 

Church is today one of the springs for action in order to face the present times. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER III: A SIGN FOR OUR TIMES - JOHN XXIII 

 

a. a sign: John XXIII: 

 

39. One might say that all these considerations do not lead us clearly where we had undertaken to 

arrive: what will be the priest of tomorrow. 

 

We have already said so; an authentic answer cannot be the work of a day, nor the fruit of an 

arbitrary prophetic reflection.  It will come as the result of a long work, in common, when grace 

will slowly cause the priest’s profile to emerge such as today’s world demands him, - just as - in 

the course of the centuries - one has seen it, this opportune profile, appear when necessary in the 

person of a Saint. 

 

But are we really deprived of a sign?  This sign, haven’t we received it from God to help 

along our anxious and laborious search?  Haven’t we seen yesterday appear in our midst a 

sacerdotal figure in whom we could recognize the deepest tradition of the Church, and in whom 

the whole world has saluted, unanimously, the priest all are expecting. 

 

We have, <and he is> named Pope John XXIII. 

 

This Pope, this priest, has found, with this world, the contact we are looking for.  We must 

ask ourselves how he has succeeded in doing so, and why?  He who so easily has spoken about 

“signs of the times” has been himself one of these signs, and not the least of them, for the priests 
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who are questioning themselves. 

 

b. new youth: 

 

40. At the hour when the Pope of the Council was dying, we have really felt the heart of 

humanity beating.  John XXIII was present to this humanity.  The emotion, the persevering and 

respectful attention that, from everywhere, accompanied his agony, brought us the moving proof 

of this extraordinary sacerdotal success. 

 

The Council had opened in the anxiety of a Church who must, while finding a new youth, 

find also the lost contact with a new world: speak a language, show a face that would allow all 

men of today to recognize their Savior.  Now here comes the fact that in the very person of 

Peter’s successor, and in his death, the Church was taking conscience that she had indeed met all 

men, and that - at least in her Head - the contact was made.  Immense encouragement, but also 

<a> capital lesson.  And already, to evoke but one aspect of the renewal, the far-away hope of 

lost unity was shining like dawn. 

 

In a few moments, as if by miracle, at the call and under the action of this Pope, of this priest, 

thick fogs were starting to lift up, mountains were tumbling down, higher ones and heavier than 

those of stone, - mountains of prejudices, of sad memories rehashed, of kept up hostility, of 

accepted ignorance: those who love Christ were suddenly feeling, in full fidelity to the light and 

in the lucidity of their differences of views, the blinding and shattering joy of knowing each 

others as brothers... 

 

c. perfect tool in God’s hands: 

 

41. We must interpret the evidence of this unheard of success.  To what did John XXIII owe this 

extraordinary welcome, this unlikely efficiency?  It has been said - but who could reasonably be 

satisfied with such an explanation? - this man was simple, he was good...  One will evoke his 

natural rotundity...  All this could not answer for an influence that has reached such proportions 

and such depths.  These resources of his nature were even far from having - from the first - 

shown him up to general attention, in view of the great task that finally came to him. 

 

Carried by God to the gravest responsibility in the Church, - and in one of the most difficult 

hours of the Church’s history - he has given his measure and has proven himself to be a perfect 

instrument in God’s hands to realize - during one of the shortest Pontificate in history - a 

performance that all agree in declaring unique. 

 

d. a true priest: 

 

42. We cannot fail to question ourselves on what this man really was, to have been able to 

achieve this.  And if we can find a precise answer, we must realize its importance. 

 

 Now, through a providential disposition, we know what there was, deep down in this 

man: his daily, personal notes have revealed it to us, and that without reserve or mystery.  We 
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have in hand, in this amazing Diary of a Soul, the secret - which is not really one, of this 

personality of which we are trying to discover how it has been able to impose itself and to arrive, 

- where we ourselves continue to grasp our way.  His interior life: John XXIII hands it over to us.  

We must listen to it. 

 

In the pages of his Diary, certainly the Retreat of August 1961 remains the vital document.  

The Pope feels old age coming on: his life reaches its setting.  He looks back to observe his 

priestly life, his life as Head of the whole Priesthood of Christ.  He goes over what he has 

Wanted and what he wants: 

 

- To desire only to be just and holy, and so to please God. 

 

- To orient all my thoughts and all my actions towards the growth, the service and the glory 

of the Holy Church. 

 

- ... to keep perfect calm in front of all that happens, not only concerning myself, but also 

concerning the Church, while being busy working for her and suffering with Christ for her. 

 

- To place myself constantly in complete abandon to Divine Providence. 

 

- To recognize always that I am nothing. 

 

- Always to organize my day with lucidity and in perfect order.   

 

He questions himself on what has been, in fact, his fidelity to his own law: 

 

- During all my life, I have been faithful to weekly confession. 

 

- Sins.  In what concerns chastity, in relation with myself, in immodest familiarities, nothing 

grave, never.  In relation with others, through eyes or touch, at puberty, youth, maturity or 

old age...  God’s grace never has allowed temptation or fall, never, never.  About 

obedience, I have never had or met temptations against obedience, and I thank the Lord 

who has not allowed any, even when this obedience felt heavy to me. 

 

 As for humility, I live by it, and even up to its exterior signs. 

 

 Love for the rules and prescriptions, and attachment to this ecclesiastical human legislation.  

I feel it in my mind.  I shall continue to watch over the perfection of my spiritual exercises: 

Holy Mass, breviary, complete rosary, and a greater intimacy with Jesus, contemplated in 

the pictures that represent Him, and adored in the Blessed Sacrament. 

 

e. key to a successful life: 

 

43. Such is the echo coming from this soul of a Pope, in his Retreat of preparation to his 80th 

birthday. 
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The eloquence of these texts need no commentaries.  Their total simplicity prevents them 

from appearing irksome to all those who - in the painful midst of pastoral difficulties - are 

seeking everywhere a solution, and might believe that, with similar texts, it is refused to them.  It 

is the echo of a soul giving us the key of a sacerdotal existence obviously successful.  One cannot 

deny a fact, - one must simply and loyally do one’s best to reflect. 

 

Nobody will be even tempted to think that the singular efficiency of John XXIII’s ministry 

has no link with this intimate attitude.  Nobody would dare to say that such an extraordinary 

boldness, happily rewarded, must be explained in spite of this amazing interior continuity with 

sacerdotal tradition. 

 

The evangelical interior life of John XXIII has been expressed in his exterior activity: God 

has been able to use him without resistance on his part.  It is not in spite of his deep fidelity, but 

because of it, that he has broken down so many obstacles within the Church. 

 

We must only, following in his footsteps, seek our own law, in agreement with him. 

 

f. let’s take the same means: 

 

44. There is no essential difference between being a priest at the supreme level in the Church or 

at the humble level of sacerdotal ministry.  John XXIII, we have seen it, was perfectly conscious 

of this.  The work he had to accomplish was not any easier than ours.  The means that he has 

used remain ours to use. 

 

This is not to say that we have nothing to look for, nor that problems are illusory.  But there 

is no doubt about the line of search for their solution. 

 

John XXIII has searched with courage to discern “signs of the times” and he has responded 

with a courage which, to many, seemed reckless.  But it was the priesthood of all times that he 

engaged in his search.  If he has been able to reach his goal, it is through the very quality of his 

fidelity that he did so. 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION: FIDELITY AND RENEWAL 

 

a. Fidelity to the eternal priesthood: 

 

45. At this moment of time, on this morrow of the Council, when so many difficulties remain, we 

cannot hesitate on the way to follow.  To discover the image of the priest such as the Church is 

seeking for real action, we must be at once faithful to the eternal priesthood, using up to the limit 

its resources which never run short, and - at the same time - study the circumstances and mark 

the calls in order to dare all that God, through these events, asks us to undertake. 
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b. fidelity to prayer: 

 

46. If indeed, in this search for a new equilibrium, the traditional meaning of priesthood 

happened to be lost, if the priest came to forget that he is the man of sacrifice, - if he finally came 

to lose the meaning of the singular character of his mission and of his being, - there would be 

nothing more to expect from his zeal, even the most generous. 

 

c. fidelity to the essential that remains: 

 

47. We have no right to forget that we find ourselves in a world more and more religiously 

divided, and even secularized: it would be blinding one self to reality; but this does not mean that 

we should definitively accept this situation, or - if we did consider this secularization as 

necessarily going to end in a definitive obliteration of the ‘sacred’, then maybe the problem of the 

priest would be solved, - but only because there would no longer be priests. 

 

What John XXIII offers us - <it?> is not only a great example and an encouragement, it is the 

recalling of a lesson of our faith, through a witness that for us has a value of encouragement. 

 

What is the priest?  What must he be today?  What will he be tomorrow?  We cannot look for 

an answer in another direction than the one the Holy Pope has opened out to us. 

 

Our century is repelled by abstract developments.  We must have the courage to accept the 

facts when those are above discussion. 

 

The sacerdotal generation of these morrows of the Council finds itself engaged on a difficult 

road, but light is not lacking to us. 

 

What must be the priest of tomorrow?  We cannot hesitate to answer: he will be like John 

XXIII. 


