Recent Magisterial Statements on Various Aspects of the Evangelical Counsels, the Consecrated Life, and Priestly Fraternity

On the Consecrated Life

Pope Paul VI: To All Religious (Address given in May 1964)

It has seemed good to Us to recall here the priceless importance and necessary function of religious life; for this stable way of life, which receives its proper character from profession of the evangelical vows, is a perfect way of living according to the example and teaching of Jesus Christ.  It is a state of life which keeps in view the constant growth of charity leading to its final perfection.  In other ways of life, though legitimate in themselves, the specific ends, advantages and functions are of a temporal character.

Religious obedience is and must remain a holocaust of one’s own will which is offered to God.

Do not fail to inculcate a love for poverty. . . . Religious must surpass all others by their example of true evangelical poverty. . . . Let the Religious, of their own will, be content with the things that are needed for properly fulfilling their way of life, shunning those conveniences and luxuries by which the religious life is devitalized.

With singular care, Religious should preserve chastity as a treasured gem. . . . In a world pervaded by so many sordid forms of vice, no one can adequately reckon the powerful effectiveness of the sacred ministry of one whose life is radiant with the light of a chastity consecrated to God and from which he draws his strength. 

Vatican II: Lumen Gentium
Article 43 (in Ch. 6: “Religious”): The evangelical counsels of chastity dedicated to God, poverty and obedience are based upon the words and examples of the Lord.  They were further commended by the apostles and Fathers of the Church, as well as by the doctors and pastors of souls.  The counsels are a divine gift, which the Church received from its Lord and which it always safeguards with the help of His grace.

Article 44 (in Ch. 6):  Indeed through Baptism a person dies to sin and is consecrated to God.  However, in order that he may be capable of deriving more abundant fruit from this baptismal grace, he intends, by the profession of the evangelical counsels in the Church, to free himself from those obstacles, which might draw him away from the fervor of charity and the perfection of divine worship.  By his profession of the evangelical counsels, then, he is more intimately consecrated to divine service.

Article 46 (in Ch. 6):  All men should take note that the profession of the evangelical counsels, though entailing the renunciation of certain values which are to be undoubtedly esteemed, does not detract from a genuine development of the human persons, but rather by its very nature is most beneficial to that development.  Indeed the counsels, voluntarily undertaken according to each one’s personal vocation, contribute a great deal to the purification of heart and spiritual liberty.  They continually stir up the fervor of divine charity.  But especially they are able to more fully mold the Christian man to that type of chaste and detached life, which Christ the Lord chose for Himself and which His Mother also embraced. . . . Let no one think that religious have become strangers to their fellowmen or useless citizens of this earthly city by their consecration.  

Vatican II: Perfectae Caritatis (The Renewal of Religious Life; October 1965)

Article 1:  The sacred synod has already shown in the constitution on the Church that the pursuit of perfect charity through the evangelical counsels draws its origin from the doctrine and example of the Divine Master and reveals itself as a splendid sign of the heavenly kingdom.


. . . . all those called by God to the practice of the evangelical counsels and who, faithfully responding to the call, undertake to observe the same, bind themselves to the Lord in a special way, following Christ, who chaste and poor redeemed and sanctified men through obedience even to the death of the Cross.  Driven by love with which the Holy Spirit floods their hearts they live more and more for Christ and for His body which is the Church.  The more fervently, then, they are joined to Christ by this total life-long gift of themselves, the richer the life of the Church becomes and the more lively and successful its apostolate.

Article 6:  Let those who make profession of the evangelical counsels seek and love above all else God who has first loved us and let them strive to foster in all circumstances a life hidden with Christ in God.  This love of God both excites and energizes that love of one’s neighbor which contributes to the salvation of the world and the building up of the Church.  This love, in addition, quickens and directs the actual practice of the evangelical counsels.

Article 12: The chastity “for the sake of the kingdom of heaven” which religious profess should be counted an outstanding gift of grace.  It frees the heart of man in a unique fashion so that it may be more inflamed with love for God and for all men.

Article 13:  Religious should diligently practice and if need be express also in new forms that voluntary poverty which is recognized and highly esteemed especially today as an expression of the following of Christ.  By it they share in the poverty of Christ who for our sakes became poor, even though He was rich, so that by His poverty we might become rich.


With regard to religious poverty it is not enough to use goods in a way subject to the superior’s will, but members must be poor both in fact and in spirit, their treasures being in heaven.

Article 14:  In professing obedience, religious offer the full surrender of their own will as a sacrifice of themselves to God and so are united permanently and securely to God’s salvific will.


. . . .Religious, therefore, in the spirit of faith and love for the divine will should humbly obey their superiors according to their rules and constitutions.  Realizing that they are contributing to building up the body of Christ according to God'’ plan, they should use both the forces of their intellect and will and the gifts of nature and grace to execute the commands and fulfill the duties entrusted to them.  In this way religious obedience, far from lessening the dignity of the human person, by extending the freedom of the sons of God, leads it to maturity.

John Paul II: To Men and Women Religious on their Consecration in the Light of the Mystery of the Redemption (Apostolic Exhortation, March 1984)

Paragraph 9:  Through your profession, the way of the evangelical counsels opens up before each one of you.  In the Gospel there are many exhortations that go beyond the measure of the commandment, indicating not only what is “necessary” but what is “better.”  Thus, for example, the exhortation not to judge (Mt 7:1), to lend “expecting nothing in return” (Lk 6:35), to comply with all the requests and desires of our neighbor (Mt 5:40-42), to invite the poor to a meal (Lk 14:13-14), to pardon always (Mt 6:14-15), and many other invitations.  If, in accordance with Tradition, the profession of the evangelical counsels has concentrated on the three points of chastity, poverty and obedience, this usage seems to emphasize sufficiently clearly their importance as key elements and in a certain sense as a “summing up” of the entire economy of salvation.  Everything in the Gospel that is a counsel enters indirectly into the program of that way to which Christ calls when He says: “Follow me.”  But chastity, poverty and obedience give to this way a particular Christocentric characteristic and imprint upon it a specific sing of the economy of the Redemption.

Paragraph 10:  The internal purpose of the evangelical counsels leads to the discovery of yet other aspects that emphasize the close connection of the counsels with the economy of the Redemption.  We know that the economy of the Redemption finds its culminating point in the Paschal Mystery of Jesus Christ, in whom there are joined self-emptying through death and birth to a new life through the resurrection.  The practice of the evangelical counsels contains a deep reflection of this paschal duality: the inevitable destruction of what in each of us is sin and its inheritance, and the possibility of being reborn each day to a more profound good hidden in the human soul.  This good is manifested under the action of grace, towards which the practice of chastity, poverty and obedience renders the human soul particularly sensitive.  The entire economy of Redemption is realized precisely through this sensitivity to the mysterious action of the Holy Spirit, the direct Author of all holiness. 

Paragraph 11 [On chastity]:  It is indeed according to the measure of the economy of the redemption that one must also judge and practice that chastity which each of you has promised with a vow, together with poverty and obedience.  There is contained in this the response to Christ’s words, which are at the same time an invitation: “There are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.  He who is able to receive this, let him receive it” Matt 19:12). . . . This counsel is addressed in a particular way to the love of the human heart.  It places greater emphasis on the spousal character of this love, while poverty and still more obedience seem to emphasize primarily the aspect of redemptive love contained in religious consecration.  As you know, it is a question here of chastity in the sense “of making themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven,” a question, that is, of virginity or celibacy as an expression of spousal love for the Redeemer Himself.

Paragraph 12 [On poverty]:  How very expressive in the matter of poverty are the words of the second letter to the Corinthians which constitute a concise synthesis of all that we hear on this theme in the Gospel!  “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 Cor 8:9).  According to these words poverty actually enters into the interior structure of the redemptive grace of Jesus Christ.  Without poverty it is not possible to understand the mystery of the gift of divinity to man, a gift which is accomplished precisely in Jesus Christ.  For this reason also it is found at the very center of the Gospel, at the beginning of the message of the eight beatitudes:  “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matt 5:1).  Evangelical poverty reveals to the eyes of the human soul the perspective of the whole mystery, “hidden for ages in God” (Eph 3:9).  Only those who are “poor” in this way are also interiorly capable of understanding the poverty of the one who is infinitely rich. . . .


And thus it is also true – as the Apostle writes – that “by his poverty we have become rich.”  It is the teacher and spokesman of poverty who makes us rich.  For this very reason He says to the young man of the synoptic Gospels: “Sell what you possess and give . . . and you will have treasure in heaven” (Mt 19:21).  In these words there is a call to enrich others through one’s own poverty, but in the depths of this call there is hidden the testimony of the infinite richness of God which, transferred to the human soul in the mystery of grace, creates in man himself, precisely through poverty, a source for enriching others not comparable with any other resource of material goods, a source for bestowing gifts on others in the manner of God Himself.

Paragraph 13 [On obedience]:  The evangelical counsel of obedience is the call which derives from the obedience of Christ “unto death” (Phil 2:6-8). . . .


This obedience of the Son – full of joy – reaches its zenith in the face of the passion and cross: “Father, if it is your will, take this cup from me; yet not my will but yours be done” (Lk 22:42).  From the prayer in Gethsemane onwards, Christ’s readiness to do the will of the Father is filled to the very brim of suffering, becoming the obedience “Unto death, even death on a cross” spoken of by St. Paul.


Through the vow of obedience consecrated persons decide to imitate with humility the obedience of the Redeemer in a special way.   For although submission to the will of God and obedience to His law are for every state a condition of Christian life, nevertheless, in the “religious state,” in the “state of perfection,” the vow of obedience establishes in the heart of each of you, dear brothers and sisters, the duty of a particular reference to Christ “obedient unto death.”      

On Consecrated Life (Lineamenta)  (Preliminary Study for the 1994 Synod of Bishops)

Paragraph 7 [“The Evangelical Counsels”]:  The counsels of chastity, poverty and obedience are not only founded on the words and example of the Lord, but they represent in the church the form of life which the Son of God chose for himself when he came into the world to do the Father’s will.  It is likewise the same form of life embraced by the Virgin Mother, and the one presented to the disciples who became his followers.

Paragraph 8:  The demands of the evangelical counsels of chastity, poverty and obedience go to the core of human expression in a person’s being and relationship with others.  These counsels, which are always animated by and geared toward a life of faith, hope and charity in a progressive straining toward perfection, bring maturity to a life in Christ and foster purification of heart and spiritual liberty.  They also lead those in consecrated life to service of the Gospel, to an effective love for others and to a collaboration in building up the earthly city according to the grace of various charisms.


The evangelical counsels manifest the fundamental character of the Gospel and bear testimony to it in that they are a “total yes” to the love of God and neighbor, and stand in forceful opposition to the negative tendencies of the world and sin, as witnessed in many sectors of society today.  People today are suffering from an excessive seeking after pleasure and selfishness, which is contrary to chaste and universal love; they are subjected to a cult of having and of consumerism which is contrary to the seriousness of evangelical poverty and the communal sharing of goods; they are seeking to assert power to the point of oppressing others, which is so distant from the fellowship of communion and obedience to God’s design.  The evangelical counsels are an affirmation in our world of the primacy of the love of God and neighbor – on a personal and social level – in the construction of an authentic civilization enlightened by the love of Christ.  The counsels, grounded in the teaching and example of the Master, demand the full profession of the Gospel, the supreme rule for all institutes.

Paragraph 24 [“New forms of Evangelical Life”]:  The church today, as in other times in her history, is fertile with stirrings of spiritual and apostolic renewal and is witnessing the rise of new forms of evangelical life.  Coming about through the power of the Spirit, these new forms are founded on a practice of the counsels of chastity, poverty and obedience and have a specific style of spiritual life – individual and communal – which corresponds to the spiritual aspirations of persons today and the needs of the church and society.


Some of these new expressions are true and proper forms of consecrated life and have received church approval.  Others, in collaboration with bishops, are in the process of receiving such approval in one of the canonical forms of consecrated life or as a totally new form.  Canonical recognition of these new forms is reserved to the Apostolic See.

John Paul II, Vita Consecrata  (Consecrated Life: Post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation, March 25, 1996)

Section 12:  The perennial youth of the Church continues to be evident even today.  In recent years, following the Second Vatican Council, new or renewed forms of the consecrated life have arisen.  In many cases, these are institutes similar to those already existing, but inspired by new spiritual and apostolic impulses.  Their vitality must be judged by the authority of the Church, which has the responsibility of examining them in order to discern the authenticity of the purpose for their foundation and to prevent the proliferation of institutions similar to one another, with the consequent risk of a harmful fragmentation into excessively small groups.  In other cases it is a question of new experiments which are seeking an identity of their own in the Church and awaiting official recognition from the Apostolic See, which alone has final judgment in these matters.


These new forms of consecrated life now taking their place alongside the older ones bear witness to the constant attraction which the total gift of self to the Lord, the ideal of the apostolic community and the founding charisms continue to exert, even on the present generation.  They also show how the gifts of the Holy Spirit complement one another.


In this newness however the Spirit does not contradict himself.  Proof of this is the fact that the new forms of consecrated life have not supplanted the earlier ones.  Amid such wide variety the underlying unity has been successfully preserved, thanks to the one call to follow Jesus – chaste, poor and obedient – in the pursuit of perfect charity.  This call, which is found in all the existing forms of consecrated life, must also mark those which present themselves as new.

Section 16:  By professing the evangelical counsels, consecrated persons not only make Christ the whole meaning of their lives but strive to reproduce in themselves, as far as possible, “that form of life which he, as the Son of God, accepted in entering this world” (Lumen Gentium, 44).  By embracing chastity, they make their own the pure love of Christ and proclaim to the world that he is the Only-Begotten Son who is one with the Father (cf. Jn 10:30, 14:11).  By imitating Christ’s poverty, they profess that he is the Son who receives everything from the Father, and gives everything back to the Father in love (cf. Jn 17:7, 10).  By accepting Christ’s filial obedience, they profess that he is infinitely beloved and loving, as the one who delights only in the will of the Father (cf. Jn 4:34), to whom he is perfectly united and on whom he depends for everything.


By this profound “configuration” to the mystery of Christ, the consecrated life brings about in a special way that confessio Trinitatis which is the mark of all Christian life; it acknowledges with wonder the sublime beauty of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and bears joyful witness to his loving concern for every human being.

Section 21:  The deepest meaning of the evangelical counsels is revealed when they are viewed in relation to the Holy Trinity, the source of holiness.  They are in fact an expression of the love of the Son for the Father in the unity of the Holy Spirit.  By practicing the evangelical counsels, the consecrated person lives with particular intensity the Trinitarian and Christological dimension which marks the whole of Christian life.


The chastity of celibates and virgins, as a manifestation of dedication to God with an undivided heart (cf. 1 Cor 7:32-34), is a reflection of the infinite love which links the three Divine Persons in the mysterious depths of the life of the Trinity, the love to which the Incarnate Word bears witness even to the point of giving his life, the love “poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit” (Rom 5:5), which evokes a response of total love for God and the brethren.


Poverty proclaims that God is man’s only real treasure.  When poverty is lived according to the example of Christ who, “though he was rich…became poor” (2 Cor 8:9), it becomes an expression of that total gift of self which the three Divine Persons make to one another.  This gift overflows into creation and is fully revealed in the Incarnation of the Word and in his redemptive death.


Obedience, practiced in imitation of Christ, whose food was to do the Father’s will (cf. Jn 4:34), shows the liberating beauty of a dependence which is not servile but filial, marked by a deep sense of responsibility and animated by mutual trust, which is a reflection in history of the loving harmony between the three Divine Persons.


The consecrated life is thus called constantly to deepen the gift of the evangelical counsels with a love which grows ever more genuine and strong in the Trinitarian dimension: love for Christ, which leads to closeness with him; love for the Holy Spirit, who opens our hearts to his inspiration; love for the Father, the first origin and supreme goal of the consecrated life.  The consecrated life thus becomes a confession and a sign of the Trinity, whose mystery is held up to the Church as the model and source of every form of Christian life.


Even fraternal life, whereby consecrated persons strive to live in Christ with “one heart and soul” (Acts 4:32), is put forward as an eloquent witness to the Trinity.  It proclaims the Father, who desires to make all of humanity one family.  It proclaims the Incarnate Son, who gathers the redeemed into unity, pointing the way by his example, his prayer, his words and above all his death, which is the source of reconciliation for a divided and scattered humanity.  It proclaims the Holy Spirit as the principle of unity in the Church, wherein he ceaselessly raises up spiritual families and fraternal communities.

On the Evangelical Counsels as appropriate for Diocesan Priests and Diocesan Priestly Societies: 

Pope Pius XII: Menti Nostrae (On the Development of Holiness in Priestly Life: September 1950) [Cited by Balthasar, The Christian State of Life, p. 319] 

Like Pius XI, this Pope, too, stresses the importance of obedience in the Church: “Christ himself established in the society he founded a legitimate authority which is a continuation of his own.  Hence he who obeys the authorities of the Church is obeying the Redeemer himself” (section 8 in the English edition).  In like manner, he urges priests to practice “daily a detachment of your hearts from riches and from the things of earth” (10).  Even those who have not taken a vow of poverty “must always be guided by the love of this virtue” (10).  Only thus can they attain what the Pope earnestly desires for them: that they put on the mind of the head of the Church, who offered himself in sacrifice for all.

Pope John XXIII: Sacerdotii Nostri Primordia (On the Priesthood; August 1959) 

[Cited by Balthasar, The Christian State of Life, pp. 319-20]

[After noting that those in the clerical state were not bound by divine law to practice the evangelical counsels]: “Yet the man who should presume to infer from this that clerics are less bound than the members of religious communities by the obligation of tending to perfection is certainly misrepresenting the true meaning of this same Sovereign Pontiff, who was so concerned with the holiness of the clergy, and is contradicting the constant teaching of the Church on this subject.  The truth is completely opposed to this unwise inference.  For the proper performance of the priestly duties ‘there is required a greater inward holiness than even the state of religion requires’ (ST 2a 2ae 184, 8 responsio).  Even though the evangelical counsels are not made mandatory by the force of the clerical state itself for ecclesiastics so that they may be able really to attain this sanctity of life, nevertheless for ecclesiastics as for all the faithful these same counsels constitute the surest way to attain the desired goal of Christian perfection.  Furthermore, and this is a great comfort to us, there are many priests today, endowed with genuine virtue, who, although belonging to the diocesan clergy, seek aid and support from pious associations approved by the authority of the Church in order that they may be able more easily and more readily to enter upon the way of perfection” (section 6-7 in the English edition).  Thereupon [continues Balthasar] the Pope draws a striking picture of St. John Vianney’s extreme poverty, of the “angelic chastity” that shone from his face, and of his perfect obedience to the Church.  Toward the end of the encyclical, John XXIII quotes what the saint once said to his bishop: “If you want the entire diocese to be converted to God, then all the parish priests must become saints (35).” 

Vatican II: Optatam Totius (Decree on Priestly Training; October 1965)

Article 9:  The students should understand most clearly that they are not destined for domination of for honors but are given over totally to the service of God and to the pastoral ministry.  With a particular concern should they be so formed in priestly obedience, in a simple way of life and in the spirit of self-denial that they are accustomed to giving up willingly even those things which are permitted but are not expedient, and to conform themselves to Christ crucified. 

Vatican II: Presbyterorum Ordinis (On the Life and Ministry of Priests; December 1965)

Article 12 (in Ch. 3 Sec. 1: “The Vocation of Priests to the Life of Perfection”):  Priests are made in the likeness of Christ the Priest by the Sacrament of Orders. . . . Like all other Christians they have received in the Sacrament of Baptism the symbol and gift of such a calling and such grace that even in human weakness they can and must seek for perfection, according to the exhortation of Christ: “Be you therefore perfect, as your Heavenly Father is perfect”.  Priests are bound, however, to acquire that perfection in special fashion.

Article 15 [on obedience]:  By this humility and by willing responsible obedience, priests conform themselves to Christ.  They make their own the sentiments of Jesus Christ who “emptied himself, taking on the form of a servant,” becoming obedient even to death.  By this obedience He conquered and made up for the disobedience of Adam, as the Apostle testifies, “for as by the disobedience of one many, many were made sinners, so also by the obedience of one, many shall be made just.” 

Article 16 [on celibacy]:  Perfect and perpetual continence for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven, commended by Christ the Lord and through the course of time as well as in our own days freely accepted and observed in a praiseworthy manner by many of the faithful, is held by the Church to be of great value in a special manner for the priestly life.  Indeed it is not demanded by the very nature of the priesthood  . . . . Indeed, celibacy has a many-faceted suitability for the priesthood. . . . Through virginity, then, or celibacy observed for the Kingdom of Heaven, priests are consecrated to Christ by a new and exceptional reason.  They adhere to Him more easily with an undivided heart, they dedicate themselves more freely in Him and through Him to the service of God and men. . .

Article 17 [on relationship to temporal goods and voluntary poverty]:  By using the world as those who do not use it, let them [priests] achieve that freedom whereby they are free from every inordinate concern and become docile to the voice of God in their daily life. . . . Therefore, in no way placing their heart in treasures, they should avoid all greediness and carefully abstain from every appearance of business.


Priests, moreover, are invited to embrace voluntary poverty by which they are more manifestly conformed to Christ and become eager in the sacred ministry.  For Christ, though He was rich, became poor on account of us, that by His need we might become rich.  And by their example the apostles witnessed that a free gift of God is to be freely given, with the knowledge of how to sustain both abundance and need.  A certain common use of goods, similar to the common possession of goods in the history of the primitive Church, furnishes an excellent means of pastoral charity.  By leading this form of life, priests can laudably reduce to practice that spirit of poverty commended by Christ.


Led by the Spirit of the Lord, who anointed the Savior and sent Him to evangelize the poor, priests, therefore, and also bishops, should avoid everything which in any way could turn the poor away.  Before the other followers of Christ, let priests set aside every appearance of vanity in their possessions.  Let them arrange their homes so that they might not appear unapproachable to anyone, lest anyone, even the most humble, fear to visit them. 


John Paul II: Pastores Dabo Vobis (1992)

Paragraph 27:  A particularly significant expression of the radicalism of the Gospel is seen in the different “evangelical counsels” which Jesus proposes in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5-7), and among them the intimately related counsels of obedience, chastity and poverty.  The priest is called to live these counsels in accordance with those ways and, more specifically, those goals and that basic meaning which derive from and express his own priestly identity.

Paragraph 28:  [The call to priestly obedience.]  Among the virtues most necessary for the priestly ministry must be named that disposition of soul by which priests are always ready to seek not their own will, but the will of him who sent them (Jn 4:34; 5:30; 6:38).   

Paragraph 29:  [The call to virginity or celibacy.]  It is especially important that the priest understand the theological motivation of the Church’s law on celibacy.  Inasmuch as it is a law, it expresses the Church’s will, even before the will of the subject expressed by his readiness.  But the will of the Church finds its ultimate motivation in the link between celibacy and sacred Ordination, which configures the priest to Jesus Christ the Head and Spouse of the Church.  The Church, as the Spouse of Jesus Christ, wishes to be loved by the priest in the total and exclusive manner in which Jesus Christ her Head and Spouse loved her.  Priestly celibacy, then, is the gift of self in and with Christ to his Church and expresses the priest’s service to the Church in and with the Lord.

Paragraph 30:  [The call to poverty.]  Poverty for the priest, by virtue of his sacramental configuration to Christ, the Head and Shepherd, takes on specific “pastoral” connotations which the Synod Fathers took up from the Council’s teaching and further developed.  Among other things, they wrote: “Priests, following the example of Christ who rich though he was became poor for love of us (2 Cor. 8-9), should consider the poor and the weakest as people entrusted in a special way to them and they should be capable of witnessing to poverty with a simple and austere lifestyle, having learned the generous renunciation of superfluous things.”


. . . . Poverty alone ensures that the priest remains available to be sent wherever his work Will be most useful and needed, even at the cost of personal sacrifice.  It is a condition and essential premise of the Apostle’s docility to the Spirit, making him ready to “go forth” without travelling bag or personal ties, following only the will of the Master (Lk 9:57-62; Mk 10:17-22).   

Congregation for the Clergy:  Directory for the Life and Ministry of Priests (1994)

Paragraph 58:  Like any evangelical value, consecrated celibacy should be seen as that liberating novelty which the world, especially today, demands as a radical testimony that following Christ is a sign of the eschatological reality.


. . . . The letter to the Ephesians (5:25-27) shows a strict rapport between the priestly oblation of Christ and the sanctification of the Church, loved with a spousal love.  Sacramentally inserted into this priesthood of exclusive love of Christ for the Church, his faithful Spouse, the priest expresses this love with his obligation of celibacy, which also becomes a fruitful source of pastoral effectiveness.

Paragraph 60:  Priests, then, must not fail to follow those ascetical norms which are proven by the Church’s experience and which are demanded even more in present-day circumstances.  In this way they may prudently avoid frequenting places, attending shows or reading materials which constitute a danger to the observance of celibate chastity.  In making use of means of social communication, whether as pastoral aids or for leisure, they must observe the necessary discretion and avoid anything which could harm their vocation.

Paragraph 61:  Obedience is a priestly value of primary importance.  The very sacrifice of Christ on the Cross acquired salvific value and significance through his obedience and his fidelity to the will of the Father.  He was “obedient to death, and death on the Cross” (Phil 2:8).  The Letter to the Hebrews also points out that Jesus “learned obedience from the things that He suffered” (Heb 5:8).  It could be said, then, that obedience to the Father is the very heart of the Priesthood of Christ.


Like Christ’s the priest’s obedience expresses the will of God which is made manifest to the priest through his immediate Superiors.  This availability must be understood as a true act of personal freedom, the result of a choice continually deepened in the presence of God in prayer.

Paragraph 67:  The poverty of Christ has a salvific scope.  Christ, being rich, became poor for us, that by his poverty we might become rich (2 Cor 8:9). . . . The example of Christ should lead the priest to conform himself to Him, with an interior detachment as to the goods and riches of the world.


. . . . The priest, although not having assumed poverty as a public promise, must lead a simple life and avoid anything which could have an air of vanity, voluntarily embracing poverty to follow Christ more closely.  In all aspects (living quarters, means of transportation, vacations, etc.), the priest must eliminate any kind of affectation and luxury.

On Priestly Fraternity

Vatican  II: Lumen Gentium 28
In virtue of their common sacred ordination and mission, all priests are bound together in intimate brotherhood, which naturally and freely manifests itself in mutual aid, spiritual as well as material, pastoral as well as personal, in their meetings and in communion of life, of labor and charity.
Vatican II: Presbyterorum Ordinis (On the Ministry and Life of Priests: December 1965)

Section 2 Article 8 (“Priests’ Relationship with Others”):  Priests by virtue of their ordination to the priesthood are united among themselves in an intimate sacramental brotherhood. . . . In this manner, they manifest that unity which Christ willed, namely, that His own be perfected in one so that the world might know that the son was sent by the Father.


. . . . And further, in order that priests may find mutual assistance in the development of their spiritual and intellectual life, that they may be able to cooperate more effectively in their ministry and be saved from the dangers of loneliness which may arise, it is necessary that some kind of common life or some sharing of common life be encouraged among priests.  This, however, may take many forms, according to different personal or pastoral needs, such as living together where this is possible, or having a common table, or at least by frequent and periodic meetings.  One should hold also in high regard and eagerly promote those associations which, having been recognized by competent ecclesiastical authority, encourage priestly holiness in the ministry by the use of an appropriate and duly approved rule of life and by fraternal aid, intending thus to do service to the whole order of priests.

Vatican II: Perfectae Caritatis (The Renewal of Religious Life: October 1965)

Article 12: Let all, especially superiors, remember that chastity is guarded more securely when true brotherly love flourishes in the common life of the community.

Article 15:  Common life, fashioned on the model of the early Church where the body of believers was untied in heart and soul, and given new force by the teaching of the Gospel, the sacred liturgy and especially the Eucharist, should continue to be lived in prayer and the communion of the same spirit. . . . Moreover love sums up the whole law, binds all together in perfect unity, and by it we know that we have crossed over from death to life.  Furthermore, the unity of the brethren is a visible pledge that Christ will return and a source of great apostolic energy.

Vatican II: Christus Dominus (Decree on Pastoral Office of Bishops in the Church; October 1965)

Article 30:  To render the care of souls more efficacious, community life for priests – especially those attached to the same parish – is highly recommended.  This way of living, while it encourages apostolic action, also affords an example of charity and unity to the faithful.

Code of Canon Law  (January 1983)

Canon 278:  (1) Secular clerics have the right of association with others for the achievement of purposes befitting the clerical state.  (2) Secular clerics are to hold in high esteem those associations especially whose statutes are recognized by the competent authority and which, by a suitable and appropriately approved rule of life and by fraternal support, promote holiness in the exercise of their ministry and foster the unity of the clergy with one another and with their bishop.

Canon 280:  Some manner of common life is highly recommended to clerics; where it exists, it is as far as possible to be maintained.

Canon 550.2:  The local Ordinary is to see to it that, where it is possible, some manner of common life in the parochial house be encouraged between the parish priest and the assistants.

On Consecrated Life  (Lineamenta, Preliminary Study for the 1994 Synod of Bishops)

Paragraph 9:  The consecrated life, almost from its first appearance, has been characterized in the church by a life of communion.  In addition to the aspect of “following,” the consecrated life expresses a kind of longing for the model of the early church community of Jerusalem (cf. Acts 2:42-47; 4:32-35) and a desire to live after the manner of the “apostolic life” which remains a constant point of reference throughout the centuries.

John Paul II: Pastores Dabo Vobis (I Will Give You Shepherds; I992)

Paragraph 17:  Each priest, whether diocesan or religious, is united to the other members of this presbyterate on the basis of the Sacrament of Holy Orders and by particular bonds of apostolic charity, ministry, and fraternity.  All priests in fact, whether diocesan or religious, share in the one priesthood of Christ the Head and Shepherd.

Paragraph 31:  Other insights or reference to other traditions of spiritual life can contribute to the priest’s journey towards perfection, for these are capable of enriching the life of individual priests as well as enlivening the presbyterate with precious spiritual gifts.  Such is the case with many old and new Church associations which welcome priests into their spiritual family: from societies of apostolic life to priestly secular institutes, and from various forms of spiritual communion and sharing to ecclesial Movements.

Paragraph 81:  Many ways and means are at hand to make ongoing formation an ever more precious living experience for priests.  Among them, let us recall the different forms of common life among priests, which have always existed, though they have appeared in different ways and with different degrees of intensity, in the life of the Church: “Today, it is impossible not to recommend them, especially among those who live together or are pastorally involved in the same place.  Besides the advantage which comes to the apostolate and its activities, this common life of priests offers to all, to fellow priests and lay faithful alike a shining example of charity and unity (Synod of Bishops, 8th Ordinary General Assembly, Instrumentum Laboris, 60).  


Another help can be given by priestly associations, in particular by priestly secular institutes – which have as their characteristic feature their being diocesan – through which priests are more closely united to their Bishop, and which constitute “a state of consecration in which priests by means of vows or other sacred bonds consecrate themselves to incarnate in their life the evangelical counsels” (Propositio 37).  

Directory on the Ministry and Life of Priests.  The Congregation for the Clergy.  1994.

a.
§ 25
By virtue of the Sacrament of Holy Orders "every priest is united to the other members of the priesthood by specific bonds of apostolic charity, ministry, and fraternity".64  He is, in fact, inserted into that Ordo Presbyterorum constituting that unity which can be defined as a true family in which the ties do not come from flesh nor from blood but from the grace of Holy Orders.65
64  Pastores dabo Vobis 74.

65  Cf. Pastores dabo vobis, 74;  Congregation for the Evangelization of the Peoples, Pastoral Guide for Diocesan Priests that Depend on the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples (1 October, 1989), 6.

b.
§27:
He will therefore make every effort to avoid living his own priesthood in an isolated and subjectivistic way, and must try to enhance fraternal communion in the giving and receiving -- from priest to priest -- of the warmth and friendship, of affectionate help, of acceptance, of fraternal correction, well aware that the grace of Orders 'assumes and elevates human relations, psychologically, affectionately, cordially and spiritually'.78
78 Cf. Presbyterorum Ordinis, 12-14.

c.*
§29:
A manifestation of this communion is also the common life always supported by the Church, recently emphasized by the documents of Vatican Council II82 and of the successive Magisterium,83 and applied in many Dioceses with positive results.

Among the diverse forms of this (communal house, community of table, etc.) one must look highly upon the communal participation in liturgical prayer.84  The diversity of forms must be encouraged according to the possibilities and practical situations, without necessarily emphasizing models proper to religious life.  Particularly praiseworthy are those associations which support priestly fraternity, sanctity in the exercise of the ministry, and communion with the Bishop and with the entire Church.85
82 Cf. Sacred Congregation of Bishops, Directory Ecclesiae Imago (22 February 1973), n. 112: C.I.C., cann. 280; 245, §2; 550, §1;  John Paul II, Pastores dabo vobis, 81.

83 Cf. Sacrosanctam Concilium, 26; 99;  Liturgia Horarum, Institutio Generalis, n. 25.

84 Cf. C.I.C., can. 278, §2;  John Paul II, Pastores dabo vobis, 31; 68; 81.

85 Cf. C.I.C., can. 550 §2.

On the call to holiness for all the faithful:

Vatican II: Lumen Gentium (November 1964)

Article 11 (in Ch.2: “The People of God”):  Fortified by so many and such powerful means of salvation, all the faithful, whatever their condition or state, are called by the Lord, each in his own way, to that perfect holiness whereby the Father Himself is perfect.

Article 39 (in Ch. V: “The Universal Call to Holiness in the Church”):  Therefore in the Church, everyone whether belonging to the hierarchy, or being cared for by it, is called to holiness, according to the saying of the Apostle: “For this is the will of God, your sanctification.”  However, this holiness of the Church is unceasingly manifested, and must be manifested, in the fruits of grace which the ‘Spirit produces in the faithful; it is expressed in many ways in individuals, who in their walk of life, tend toward the perfection of charity, thus causing the edification of others; in a very special way this (holiness) appears in the practice of the counsels, customarily called “evangelical.”  The practice of the counsels, under the impulsion of the Holy Spirit, undertaken by many Christians, either privately or in a Church-approved condition or state of life, gives and must give tin the world an outstanding witness and example of this same holiness.

Article 42 (in Ch. 5): The holiness of the Church is fostered in a special way by the observance of the counsels proposed in the Gospel by Our Lord to his disciples.

. . . . Therefore, all the faithful of Christ are invited to strive for the holiness and perfection of their own proper state.  Indeed they have an obligation to so strive.  Let all then have care that they guide aright their own deepest sentiments of soul.  Let neither the use of the things of this world nor attachment to riches, which is against the spirit of evangelical poverty, hinder them in their quest for perfect love.  Let them heed the admonition of the Apostle to those who use this world; let them not come to terms with this world; for this world, as we see it, is passing away.”  [End of the chapter.] 
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