FROM THE INSIDE

This month we will find ourselves filled with talk of gifts.  Beginning with Thanksgiving and lasting throughout the Christmas season, we will both give and receive gifts as well as thank God and others for them.  While we may often think of these gifts in material terms, do we ever think of them in spiritual terms or in personal terms?  It is part of our faith as Catholic Christians that in order to be our true selves, we must become people who give ourselves to others.  It is in this way that we imitate the Trinity.  The Father, Son, and Spirit give themselves completely to each other in love - bringing forth perfect communion and complete love.  This kind of self-gift is the willingness to offer oneself fully to the other in service and in so doing to become truly ourselves.

This self-gift is at the root of what we believe the sacrament of marriage to be - the self-giving of spouses to each other.  You may see that modeled in your parents or in other married couples who live their lives for each other and find true joy in that.  It is not only married couples who are called to be self-gift like that.  It is all of us who are called to do that.  It is the central vocation of the Christian.  As men considering priesthood, however, that aspect of self-gift takes on a specific outlet - giving oneself completely in loving service to the community - the Church.  I want to reflect particularly on the diocesan priest in this.  He is assigned to a parish, to a particular community, and called to give himself completely in service to them.  It is a challenge, but also a joy.  While I am not a priest yet, I have had the experience of going out on our year of parish internship here at the Seminary.   I was assigned to Saint Joseph Parish in Waukesha.  For nine months I had the opportunity to live and work with wonderful people and in so doing learned what it meant to give of myself and to let them give to me.  

In the married life each spouse gives himself or herself completely to the other and only to the other.  To do so at such depths with someone else would violate the marital covenant.  The priest, however, is called to give himself to everyone he meets and encounters; there is no one who is to be held apart from his love, his time, his energy, his very life.  In his preaching, his teaching, his celebration of the sacraments, in his presence, in his hopes for the future, he gives himself to the people he is called to serve.  And while that seems like it would be something one-sided, it isn’t in reality.  What I discovered on my internship was that the more I did those things, the more I received.  The more I gave of myself to Saint Joe’s, the more the people of St. Joe’s gave themselves to me.  Looking back on that experience now, after being away for almost six months now, I realize how much more myself I was out there, how much of myself I discovered or, rather, was given.

Whatever life we find ourselves called to live, we are called to live it as men for others.  In the married vocation that becomes very specific - to our spouse.  In the priesthood it becomes very general - to everyone.  As we continue to discern our vocations, and the possibility of a call to the priesthood, perhaps we need to think about what of ourselves we want to give, what talents we have to give, to whom we want to give ourselves, and what God is asking us to give next.  The priest is asked to give much, in fact, all of himself, and in return to receive in joy the grace of God through the community.

Live Jesus!

- Peter Berger, Seminarian

