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Catholics have a sacramental overview of life, says Sister Sandra DeGidio, O.S.M., author of the book Sacraments Alive: Their History Celebration and Significance.

In her book, Sister Sandra writes: “Sacraments are more than seven ritual acts that give grace. Rather, they are opportunities for people already in God’s grace to gather and celebrate that fact through symbolic action or ritual. Our understanding of sacraments today begins not with church rituals, but with the experience of God’s presence and care in our daily lives.” …

This is the last in a series of articles on the seven sacraments.

Andy Telli

Bill Bevington mulled his vocation to the priesthood for eight years before he went to the seminary. He spent four years as a seminarian at the North American College in Rome, and still he wasn’t absolutely convinced that God was calling him to the priesthood.

But in that moment during the ancient rite of ordination when the bishop laid his hands upon him, any lingering doubts dissolved.

“The moment I was ordained I was sure God wanted me to be a priest,” said Father Bevington, who celebrated the 52nd anniversary of his ordination on Dec. 8. “I’ve been very happy as a priest, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

In his 52 years as a priest, Father Bevington has seen many changes in the Church and in his role as a priest. Many of the responsibilities he held as a young associate pastor have been shifted to the laity.

“The big challenge is to help lay people minister to each other,” said Father Bevington, pastor of Our Lady of the Lake Church in Hendersonville.

“The priest’s role is changing. It’s in flux,” said Father Steve Wolf, pastor of St. Stephen Catholic Community in Old Hickory and director of vocation formation for the Diocese of Nashville. “I have not seen anybody who can really predict how it’s all going to shake out.”

Representative of Christ

“The priest in the church represents Christ the shepherd of the flock, Christ the head of the mystical body, Christ the bridegroom of the Church,” said Father Gregory Ross, O.C.D., of Notre Dame Seminary in New Orleans where he teaches a course on the sacrament of holy orders.

At the core of the priesthood is the Eucharist, said Father Wolf.

“We can’t have a church without the Eucharist,” Father Wolf said. “That’s where the priesthood becomes essential in some way.”

The Eucharist and the priesthood share scriptural roots in the Last Supper. 

At the Last Supper, when Christ instituted the Eucharist as the sacrament of the paschal mystery and instructed the apostles to “do this in memory of me,” he initiated the twelve into “that mystery, that sacrifice,” Father Ross said. “That sacrifice of Christ on the cross is the sacrifice of the new covenant.”

The early priesthood

From the start of Christ’s public ministry, He called people to share in his mission to shepherd God’s people, starting with the 12 apostles, said Father Ross. “He teaches them, He sends them out to announce the good news, to preach the good news, to heal, to cure the sick.”

After Pentecost, the apostles went out to exercise this ministry in Jesus’ name, and they began to draw others into this mission.

As Christian communities began to spring up, leaders of each came forward. The New Testament and other writings of the early church speak of bishops, presbyters and deacons, but the roles and authority of each are not always clear, Father Ross said.

The presbyters in each community apparently served as elders, and over time, the chief presbyter was called the bishop and he was the one who presided at the Eucharistic worship, wrote Joseph Martos in his book “Doors to the Sacred: A Historical Introduction to the Sacraments in the Catholic Church.”

The loose organization of the early church made it easy for variations in doctrine and practice, according to Martos. To combat that, bishops began to insist on Episcopal authority. 

“Church leaders in established communities began to emphasize the importance of teaching what they had received from those apostles who had known the Lord. Moreover, since they safeguarded the apostolic doctrine they began to view themselves as ‘successors of the apostles’ in matters of faith,” Martos wrote.

As the church grew, bishops appointed deacons as their assistants, and bishops, presbyters and deacons were all initiated into their service through a ritual laying on of hands, according to Martos.

When the Christian communities became so big that the bishop could not preside at all the liturgical functions, they appointed presbyters to take his place. As the role of the presbyter grew, that of the deacon withered away.

“The fact that they were ‘ordained’ made these ministers members of a distinct ‘order’ within the church,” wrote Martos. “They therefore began to be regarded as ‘clergy’ as persons who were set aside for sacred functions like the Roman priests and magistrates or the Jewish priest and Levites.” 

The Protestant Reformation challenged the view of the Eucharistic celebration as a sacrifice, and thus the role of the priest.

At the Council of Trent in the 1500s the Church answered the Protestant Reformation. By defending the existence of the Catholic priesthood, Martos wrote in his book. “Since the Eucharist was a sacrifice instituted by Christ, they argued, there had to be a new priesthood which replaced that of the Old Testament.”

Priest as servant

For the next 400 years, the priest’s role was seen as mainly sacramental. That began to change with the Second Vatican Council.

With Vatican II, the church reaffirmed the priesthood of the faithful that all Christians are initiated into with their baptism, and the role of the ordained priesthood is to help all the baptized to bring the priesthood of their baptism to fruition, Father Ross said.

“Everybody in the church who is a leader is supposed to be a servant leader, including the pope,” said Father Bevington. “That’s what Christ was. He was a leader, but he made himself a servant when he washed the feet of the Apostles at the Last Supper. That was a beautiful ceremony.” 

As a pastor, Father Bevington tries to involve the laity in as much of the ministry as he can. “The priest’s job is to call them and to equip them and to commission them to do it so the effect of his work can be multiplied many times.”

There are some in the church who think priests have emphasized their role as servants too heavily at the expense of their sacramental role, Father Wolf said. But many priests are reluctant to give up their servant role activities because that is how they feel a part of the community, he added. “Feeling part of the community is absolutely vital to their role as sacramental minister.”

 “In my mind, I don’t know how you can separate,” the priest’s roles as servant and sacramental leader, Father Wolf said. “They seem to go hand in hand.”

Priest shortage

Since Vatican II, there has been a sharp drop in the number of priests. According to the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate at Georgetown University, the number of priests in the United States fell from 58,632 in 1965 to 43,634 in 2003. Meanwhile, the number of Catholics in the U.S. has increased from 45.6 million in 1965 to 63.4 million today.

Helping to fill that ministerial void in the United States is the permanent diaconate, which was re-instituted as part of the ordained ministry in the church by the Second Vatican Council. From 1975 to today, the number of permanent deacons in the United States has grown from 898 to 13,635.

“That is a wonderful gift,” Father Wolf said of the permanent diaconate. “I cannot conceive of doing what gets done here without them.”

At St. Stephen, Father Wolf works with three deacons, plus a retired deacon, who preach at Mass, lead marriage preparation classes, perform weddings, baptisms and funerals, teach in the RCIA program and lead communion services, among other duties.

Deacons are ordained as ministers to serve and assist the priests. They can be married and most have a full-time job besides their ministry.

Because deacons can combine life as a husband and father with their ministerial role, “some have argued that permanent deacons make it harder to attract new priests, but I don’t see that,” Father Wolf said. “Priests and deacons work in a complementary way.”

Many causes have been attributed to the priest shortage.

“We’re not a poor country. A young man today has a lot of options,” Father Wolf said. “So the call can be very confusing in the midst of all that.”

“I do believe that God is calling men to be priests,” Father Wolf said. “Our ministry here is to help make it possible for them to answer that call.”

Controversy

Two controversial issues surrounding the priesthood are the requirement for celibacy and the ban on women priests. Pope John Paul II has been adamant in defense of both.

The New Testament includes several passages that praise the value of celibacy “for the sake of the Kingdom,” however, those who held ministerial roles in the early church were often married with families. 

“Holiness in the ancient world, however, was closely connected with purity, and purity among other things meant sexual abstinence,” Martos wrote. “Thus with the evolution of Christian ministry into a cultic priesthood came a demand for sexual purity and ultimately for celibacy.”

“Celibacy is a way of loving, of making a gift of oneself to the church just as in marriage a husband and wife make a gift of themselves to the other,” he added.

Although in the early church, women often served in a ministerial role, like with celibacy, the church looks to Christ’s example in limiting the priesthood only to men, Father Ross said. 

Just as Christ only called men to be apostles, so the Church is obligated to do the same, Father Ross said.

He dismisses the argument that the choice of 12 men to be apostles was a reflection of the culture in which Jesus lived. “Jesus wasn’t beholden in any way to the culture of his time,” and in many cases defied the culture, Father Ross said.

Changing priesthood

The priesthood is sure to continue changing, Father Wolf said.

“There will be something about the priesthood that is not the same in 25 years than what it is right now. What it is I can’t predict,” he said.

But change need not be feared, Father Wolf added. He quoted another priest who told him, “I wouldn’t miss this for the world. I want to be around to see how the Lord is going to work this out.”

