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Sacramentum Mundi, Holy Orders 

 

In this issue of TCM, we are privileged to offer reflections on the seven sacraments. As the publisher, I will preface 

my thoughts on Holy Orders with a “thirty-thousand-foot” viewpoint. Understanding each sacrament requires a 

sense of the whole Church, its purpose, which is to be Christ’s mission in the world. To say it another way, the 

Church does not have a mission, it is the mission of Christ. 

 

The Church understands itself as the Sacrament of the World. Some of our parish libraries hold a six-volume 

dictionary of theology titled Sacramentum Mundi. The title indicates that all the individual articles flow from, and to, 

this view of who we are. The parts are understood in relation to the whole, and to the head who is the risen Christ. 

Someone like me does not have to surrender anything from my  

Baltimore Catechism lessons in order to comprehend the sacraments. These are outward signs, instituted by Christ, 

to give grace. Today we add “to help us toward salvation, heaven.” That was assumed in my childhood, but we have 

to say aloud today. 

 

Our seven sacraments exist in the continuum between our incarnate existence and our supernatural destiny. The 

difference from our childhood understanding is that the supernatural does not only follow after our earthly life; it is a 

part of our present. For example, there is a hymn that tells us, “Where charity and love prevail, there God is ever 

found.” Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est. And, of course, Christ is really and truly present in the celebration of the 

Eucharist. 

 

Holy Orders is the subject of many books. Here I will make only two simple observations. First observation, the 

Holy Thursday Mass of the Lord’s Supper instructs us about the Order of Priesthood. The Church prescribes the 

homily for that evening. Christ established Holy Orders as partly providing the Church with authority, mission, 

orientation and goal. The celebration of the Eucharist makes present the mystery, not just a past memory, of Christ 

and the pledge of eternal glory. And Christ commanded the apostles to celebrate the Eucharistic memorial until his 

return. A defining moment in this liturgy is washing of feet when Christ gave them the commandment to love 

(Catechism, 1337). 

 

A second observation is this: diocesan priests are ordained to be part of a presbyterate, the body of priests with each 

other and their bishop.  

 

Religious order priests have their own superior, but still have a special relationship with bishops and other priests 

wherever they serve. In either case, they see themselves as part of a larger organic spiritual body. Their commitment 

is to their superior and to the mission of their diocese or religious order.  

 

The diocesan elements are also highlighted in another liturgy just before or during Holy Week: The Chrism Mass, 

during which priests renew their promises to the Church and their bishop. 

 

Looking over what I have written, I see the beginnings of an advertisement for Holy Week liturgies, from Palm 

Sunday through the Easter Vigil. These liturgies give a context for the Mass and the sacraments, and how we 

understand priesthood and Holy Orders. They help us to better appreciate how things are tied together, not unlike 

how a trip to Vatican City gives insights into Church history, or how a trip to the Holy Land renews our appreciation 

of Holy Scripture. The journey through Holy Week with Christ, arduous as it might seem, offers understanding as 

only “travel” can. 

 

Postscript:  When I became bishop, a parishioner told me not to be a reactive bishop. Given the news of the last year, 

even a brief comment on daily news and stressors would take all my time. One function of this newspaper is to 

assemble reports and viewpoints from various sources, all coming to you out of this, our own, diocesan publication. 

If you want to know some of my local and national concerns, look at the whole paper. We do try to keep current with 

issues important to our readers… and to the whole Church. Like many of our subscribers, I receive a number of 

publications in order to stay current. 


