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What do the people want most today in the priest; what do they need?  Men of prayer. 

 

How did parish priests ever get so bogged down in the swamp of administration and finances?  These are 

definitely tasks for the laity, so that the priest can be free for prayer.  An elderly priest wrote me recently: “I see 

nothing wrong with the priesthood, if we live as priests and not as administrators.” 

 

A real rebellion worth fighting for these days would be to liberate the clergy from the tyrannical yoke of being 

parish bankers and plant managers.  If these tasks were shifted, as they should be, to the parish council, the priest 

would have to do priestly work. 

 

Nor should the clergy be glorified social workers either.  Remember in the Acts, where there were complaints 

about the distribution of goods for the needy, <and?> the Twelve, in the true spirit of the priesthood, said: “It would 

not be right for us to neglect the word of God so as to give out food.”  And they arranged for others to do this so that 

they could “continue to devote themselves to prayer and to the service of the word.” 

 

Most of us priests feel we did not give up wife and family and home and all to count money or run bingo games 

or get the church steeple painted.  Have we in all our executive-type managerial work become hirelings?  To be <a> 

true shepherd one must be Christ-like, attained by sharing his life and by coming to know Christ on his conditions.  

Christ was, above all, a man of prayer.  And the hireling, a prayerless person, never really knows Christ; he does not 

take time to know him; he is too busy with parish money and material matters.  He is then a counterfeit Christ; and 

when a real spiritual crisis comes, he runs away. 

 

The priest who stops praying is on the way out.  And even if he stays, he is a hollow man and not a good 

shepherd.  Nor can he use the excuse that keeping up the parish plant takes up all his time, so that he hasn’t the 

opportunity to pray.  He asks, “Do you want the parish buildings to fall down?”  I think the answer well might be, 

“Who cares?”  This is up to the laity.  If they want a nice church and all, then they should provide it.  If not, well, a 

priest can say mass in a barn just as spiritually as in a great cathedral. 

 

Many use parish management for a scapegoat.  They pretend they don’t like it, when all the time they feel it a 

legitimate reason for not having to pray or think.  A priest I know came back from visiting a Protestant pastor of a 

large church, and he said: “I wish I had a setup like he does.  He has other people doing all the work and he sits all 

morning in his study and reads.”  My reply was a bit cruel but true: “Don’t kid yourself.  If you had all that time to 

read and study and pray you wouldn't know what to do.” 

 

This, I think, when we get down to it, is the real problem.  We do not know how to pray.  And prayer is not easy 

either.  We fool ourselves, in a clever self-deception, into believing that we don’t have time to pray, with all our 

parish plant management duties.  But the fact is, we can make time for anything else we want to do.  Then, we 

wonder why we have troubles spiritually. 

 

In the garden of Gethsemane, our Lord told the Apostles what they must do to overcome temptation.  But they 

didn’t do it, and they failed him when he needed them most.  Isn’t there a lesson here for us? 

 

Perhaps we feel that, if we really get into the prayer life, then Christ will ask us to suffer more.  We think this, 

however, because we are not wise about the things of God.  It is precisely in prayer that we become wiser, for we 

draw nearer to Wisdom itself.  And in gaining real spiritual insights, <we?, the> trouble is that we spend so much 

energy resisting our cross, we end up really miserable.  Our frustration comes from not realizing that to be a Christ-

follower means to “take up your cross daily and follow me.”  Best to accept it - for one will have to carry it anyway, 

one way or another - and to lighten the load through prayer.  “My burden is light; my way is easy.” 

 

This world is a valley of tears.  All the banners and balloons in the world, all the shouting “Alleluia” will not 

change that fact.  And we all experience the loneliness of exiles, for on earth every man is a displaced person.  We 

are here waiting for our real home of heaven. 

 

A woman in one of Hitler’s concentration camps, hell on earth, was waiting her turn to go into the gas chamber.  

And she said: “We are traveling toward the dawn.”  This is true of each of us.  In the darkness all of us look for 
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dawn.  In the night of life we search for the light of the world. 

 

On earth man must suffer.  The beautiful thing about Christ was that he was born into the world to suffer with us.  

And he came to teach us great lessons that we learn only in prayer.  For instance, through prayer, we come to know 

that love is stronger than sin and death.  We find that despite our falls, if in life we have wanted Christ rather than 

false gods then at the end we shall be nearer God, even though now we are very discouraged. 

 

By prayer we gain the faith to see the fruit of futility.  We learn, as we advance spiritually, that darkness often 

accompanies our suffering and our prayer, for if we saw their true value we would be filled with pride, and ruin 

everything. 

 

And so often we simply sit in silence in prayer, knowing that the inability to articulate is also a cross.  In our 

deepest suffering, we find we have nothing to say, and so in silence we sit and wait (for this too is prayer) and keep 

our vigil till dawn and the Light come. 

 

We must not let our loneliness or our fallen tendencies overcome us, or be an excuse for not praying.  For if in 

prayer we desire to be more faithful to Christ, even <in> this little we are making progress, though in the dark we 

cannot see. 

 

No matter how we feel in prayer (feeling really has nothing to do with it), we do know that if we are becoming 

more humble and more gentle, then our prayer is effective.  Because the mature person realizes that this is what 

prayer is for.  Not to get this or that, but to change things.  And not so much change things really, as to change us.  

Prayer truly is to change us into more Christ-like people.  It is a long struggle, but it is the only way.  And the people 

in the parish are desperately looking for Christ-like priests today, for men of prayer. 

 

If, though, in prayer you are in ecstasy almost and feel you are in heaven - but are not changing; if you are not, 

little by little, becoming more kind, then your prayers are not pleasing. 

 

Feelings, after all, are on the physical level.  They are often caused by what you eat or whether you slept well.  

And frequently God uses our dryness of soul to re-form our heart.  Suffering and even temptation purify the soul. 

 

And even if we cannot pray, God sees us nonetheless sitting there and trying, and it gives him pleasure.  Is it not, 

then, enough for us just to be near him, like a faithful dog at the feet of his master?  Surely the priest, his chosen 

friend, does not have to be babbling words all the time like a silly schoolgirl, and surely one in his service does not 

have to be rewarded with spiritual ‘candy’ every time he visits our Lord. 

 

We should simply have the wisdom to realize that many times God leads us by dark ways.  It is especially in 

helplessness, in fact, that we turn to him.  If all is smooth sailing, we easily can get the impression that we are 

accomplishing all these things alone, and we become proud.  And pride is the worst evil.  For the proud man refuses 

to give God his due, refuses to love. 

 

If in our prayer life God leads our soul by torturous ways, it is only that he wants us to develop and grow in 

courage and love.  Penance is the best way to advance spiritually, after all.  And because sacrifice has such great 

value, if we do not mortify ourselves, then God mortifies us. 

 

We have to disturb ourselves to gain virtue.  God allows us temptation to test us and we ourselves engage in 

self-sacrifice and self-discipline to do the same.  A football team would be worthless if it were never tested by an 

opponent in the game.  A coach might be called a great guy if he never demanded practice and workouts for the team 

and let them sit under a tree and tell jokes.  But the day of reckoning comes, and in the game it all shows up how 

foolish the coach is.  He actually is no friend of the team at all.  God too then demands of us, like a good coach, so 

that we become better people. 

 

Finally, in prayer we learn compassion.  An arrogant man is one who does not pray.  For in prayer we see that, 

as St. Paul tells us, we should bear one another’s burdens, just as God puts up with us and helps us.  Prayer makes us 

grow in compassion.  It enables us to see that our failures and suffering are useful, in that they give us a sense of 
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humbleness and love for others in need. 

 

Yes, in prayer, we learn from failure that Christ, and he alone, is the only possible answer to our problems, the 

only Person worthy of our love. 


