
 The Catholic Church in the United States requires anyone who’s a candidate for 

ordination to undergo a thorough psychological evaluation.  Perhaps that’s because the 

Church regards the mental health of anyone who’d want to be ordained as suspect, but more 

likely it’s to help gauge how suited one might be for ministry.  Can the candidate both exercise 

authority and submit to it?  Will he acquire an inflated ego along with his clerical collar?  Are 

there warning signs that he might actually pose a threat to his eventual parishioners? 

 When my turn to be evaluated rolled around, Bishop Choby referred me to a 

psychologist at Vanderbilt.  Bishop Choby wanted to ensure that such evaluations were done 

by someone not associated with the diocese or the Church, someone who therefore had no 

interest in the outcome one way or the other.  The usual evaluation consisted of spending most 

of a morning taking a battery of psychological tests, and then, a week or two later, meeting 

with the psychologist for several hours of diagnostic discussion after she’d had time to 

evaluate the test results.   

 If the candidate was being considered for ordination to the permanent diaconate, as I 

was, the psychologist also interviewed the candidate’s wife.  At one point, accordingly, I was 

asked to wait in the next room while she spoke with Caroline.  I couldn’t hear what they were 

saying, but I could hear them laughing — both frequently and uproariously.  “Hmm,” I thought 

to myself, “that could be a bad sign.” 

 At the very end of the afternoon, the psychologist asked me the last of her very astute 

questions.  “What do you think being a deacon will be like?”  It’s a very, very good question, 

because it gets to how one thinks and feels about ministry in general.  It’s such a good 

question, that every minister, ordained or lay, should ask him- or herself this question 

periodically.  What do we expect ministry to be like?  What do we want it to be like? 

 The Apostles about whom we hear in today’s Gospel can offer some insight. 
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 Whenever I think of the Apostles, the Basilica of St. John Lateran in Rome often comes 

to mind.  Although the popular conception is that the Bishop of Rome’s cathedral church is St. 

Peter’s, this is incorrect.  The Pope’s cathedral church, the Basilica from which he governs the 

Church both in the Diocese of Rome and throughout the world, is St. John Lateran.  That’s 

where you’ll find his cathedra, his “chair,” or “throne,” from which he presides over the 

universal Church.  Surprisingly, perhaps, it’s a rather smallish white chair.  There’s a message 

in that. 

 That’s not all that’s there.  The nave of the Basilica features enormous, fifteen-foot 

statues of each of the Apostles, each one of them depicted in an heroic, triumphant pose.  

Given the impact they had — and continue to have — on history, this is no doubt appropriate.  

But it obscures something that’s both interesting and very important about them: aside from 

the few mentions of some them in Scripture (and most are barely mentioned at all), we know 

very, very little about them — who they were, what they were like, where they’d come from, or 

even (various traditions aside) what ultimately became of them.  They changed the world, but 

they managed to do so without drawing much if any attention to themselves.  Perhaps that’s 

why they changed the world.  They bore Christ’s message and ministry, not their own. 

 We all do well to remember that. 

 One of the monks at St. Meinrad used to say, “We often talk about my priesthood, or 

my diaconate, or my ministry, and as a kind of shorthand, that’s okay.  But I hope none of us 

really believes that.  I’m a priest, but it isn’t my priesthood; it’s Christ’s.  Someone else may be 

a deacon, but it isn’t his diaconate; it’s Christ’s.  Lay ministers serve in this or that ministry, but 

it isn’t their ministry; it’s Christ’s.  Each of us serves in whatever ministry we’re in as a trustee 

of sorts.  The ministry isn’t ours, it’s Christ’s, and one day we’ll have to give it back to Him 

along with an accounting of what we did with it.”  

 What do we think our ministry will be like?  What do we want it to be like? 
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 Whether it’s the papacy, the episcopacy, the priesthood, the diaconate, or a lay 

ministry, it should be like Christ, it should once again make present Christ’s works of charity, 

mercy, forgiveness, reconciliation, and healing.  That’s why any ministry exists.  In fact, that’s 

the only reason any ministry exists.   

 Even without realizing it, though, it’s easy to fall into the trap of wanting ministry to be 

about us — our ideas, our preferences, our comfort, our requirements, our hobbyhorses, our 

ego.  Whenever we find ourselves in this trap — and a good indication we’ve tumbled into it is 

finding ourselves thinking more about what we want than what the community we serve needs 

— we do well to remember the Lord’s declaration that “[I] did not come to be served but to 

serve.”1  If that’s good enough for Jesus, it ought to be good enough for us, too. 

 John the Baptist was on to something when he said, “He [Jesus] must increase; I must 

decrease.”2  Ministry has less — much, much less — to do with the adulation and notoriety we 

see depicted in the statues that others have sculpted of the Apostles than it does with the 

anonymity with which the Apostles themselves carried the Good News of Christ to the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 
1 Mt 20:28 (NAB) 
2 Jn 3:30 (NAB) 


