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By Father Richard P. McBrien
Syndicated columnist

If lay Catholics were asked on a
survey what they most look for in a
priest, some would say, “holiness,” or
variations thereof: “a deep spirituali-
ty,” “prayerfulness,” “love of God,”
and the like.

Church leaders are pleased with
answers like that, because many
equate such qualities with passivity.
Priests who are “holy” or “prayerful”
are priests who are not likely to
“make trouble.” ’

They won’t challenge diocesan or
Vatican decisions. They won't criticize
diocesan or Vatican officials. They
will loyally defend the church’s most
controversial teachings and disci-
plines. Neither will they ever feel the
need for a lifelong, loving er in
marriage nor for children of their own
because they are the type of “spiritu-
al” people who throw themselves into
their work and spend the remainder
of their time “in prayer.”

But that isn’t what “holiness” and
“prayerfulness” are all about.

Holiness is wholeness, as the title of
Josef Goldbrunner’s popular 1950s
spiritual book once put it. The holy
person — priest or lay — isn’t some-
one removed from ordinary life and
ordinary people. The holy person is
someone who is fully rooted in the
ordinary.

A holy person is, in a word, a
healthy person.

The holy.person has a sense of
't take himself too
seriously, and at the same time is gen-
tly amused by the pretensions of oth-
ers

The holy person is humble, which
doesn’t mean she lacks self-esteem.
Humility is a virtye by which we see
our relationship with God and with
all reality in p perspective.

The humble n knows that she
is neither God’s to the universe,
nor God’s most embarrassing mis-
take.

The holy person is sensitive to the
presence and needs of other people,
which means that this holy person is
endowed with a sacramental vision,
seeing God in all things.
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For that reason, the holy person
places human beings always above
institutions. The holy person sees
rules and regulations as guidelines,
not millstones. People’s well-being
comes first.

The holy person has the capacity
for empathy and for sympathy. She
can put herself in the shoes of anoth-
er, and is not afraid to reach out and
to help bear another’s burdens.

The holy person is forgiving,
because she isn’t too self-important to
overlook a slight or an offénse.

The holy person is a healer and a
reconciler. He never rejoices in the
?ame and humi}ib:rl;ion of another. He

ways seeks to bring people together,
to buxjd bridges, to repair damaged
relationships.

The holy person has a sense of jus-
tice. She reacts not only when her
own rights are violated but, more

especiaily, when the rights of others
are fransgressed.
The holy person is ous. He

will stick his neck out to defend"
someone who has been wronged,
even if it puts at risk his own econom-
ic security and career goals.

The holy person is simple in her
demands and tastes. She doesn’t
require the trappings of power and
privilege. She is content to have the
freedom, the resources, and the space
to do good for others.

The holy person is prayerful, which
means that he lives every day of his

life in the presence of God, even if he

rarely utters a formula of prayer or
kneels at the back of a darkened
church.

Because holy people are integrated
human beings, they are not easily
deterred from following their con-
sciences. Appeals to “prudence” don’t
work. Nor do appeals to the “good of
the Church.” Nor do implied threats
of any kind.

Holy people don’t rationalize cow-
ardice, lying, cheating, or injustice,
even when committed within the
church. Especially when committed
within the church.

Does the church need “holy” priests
today above all else? Of course, it
does.

Priests who care d about other
people as equals in the sight of God,
who want to help other with-
out controlling them, who put people
ahead of institutions, who try to relate
to others the way God relates to them:
with love, patience, forgiveness,
mercy, compassion, justice, kindness,
tru , and a sense of humor as
well

Such priests — holy priests — are
never passive. They will, on occasion,
stand up for what they believe to be
true and for what they believe to be
right and just, even if their stance
should place them at odds with their
religious superiors, or with a portion
of their congregations, or with the
government.

Like the martyrs of El Salvador.

Like Jesus.
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Liturgy Training Publications (Chi- emotion . . . Those h which snug- | will wish Words That Sing included
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Having stated her definitions and
caveats, the hymnologist (sometimes
echoing the sentiments of Thomas
Day’s Why Catholics Can’t Sing — only
more elegantly) presents us with
commentaries on 40 ‘examples of

devotion to the Virgin, he nevertheless
applauds her for noting Paul Cross's
gem, the too seldom heard “Mary the
Dawn, Christ the Perfect Day.”
Helpful indexes include a chrono-
logy of the selections, a list of current
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