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  Foreword



In the annals of Christian antiquity, few episcopal figures command such reverence as Aurelius Ambrosius, Bishop of Milan from 374 to 397. His towering intellect, unwavering moral courage, and profound pastoral wisdom established him as one of the four great Latin Doctors of the Church. Yet among his numerous theological treatises, none speaks with greater urgency to our contemporary ecclesiastical climate than his magisterial work De Officiis Ministrorum - a luminous exposition of clerical duties that continues to challenge and inspire nearly seventeen centuries after its composition.

The present volume arrives at a moment when the Catholic Church finds herself confronting questions that echo those faced by Ambrose himself: What constitutes authentic priestly leadership? How should clergy navigate the treacherous waters between temporal authority and spiritual obligation? What standards of moral excellence must govern those entrusted with the care of souls? These perennial concerns, far from being merely academic, strike at the very foundation of ecclesiastical life and pastoral effectiveness.

Ambrose wrote his treatise during the tumultuous final decades of the fourth century, when the Roman Empire tottered on the precipice of collapse and the Church struggled to define her identity within an increasingly hostile political landscape. The parallels to our own epoch are unmistakable. Then, as now, the faithful looked to their shepherds for guidance, wisdom, and moral clarity. Then, as now, the clergy faced the dual temptation of worldly accommodation and spiritual compromise. Then, as now, the authentic witness of holy priests stood as the Church’s most powerful apologetic against her critics.

The Bishop of Milan understood that clerical formation extends far beyond mere theological education or liturgical competence. His vision encompasses the total transformation of the priest into an alter Christus, a living icon of the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep. This conception of priestly identity, rooted in Scripture and refined through pastoral experience, provides the theological architecture for everything that follows in his treatise.

Modern readers may be surprised by the practical wisdom embedded within Ambrose’s seemingly abstract theological principles. His discussions of clerical poverty speak directly to contemporary debates about episcopal lifestyles and institutional wealth. His treatment of pastoral authority addresses the perennial tension between hierarchical obedience and prophetic courage. His analysis of preaching and teaching anticipates many of the homiletical challenges faced by today’s clergy in an increasingly secular culture.

What emerges from this thematic study is not merely an historical curiosity but a living document of enduring relevance. Ambrose possessed that rare combination of theological acuity and pastoral sensitivity that enabled him to speak simultaneously to the mind and the conscience. His words carry the weight of authority earned through decades of faithful service, theological controversy, and spiritual combat.

The author of this present work has rendered an invaluable service to the Church by presenting Ambrose’s scattered insights within a coherent thematic framework. Rather than simply reproducing ancient texts, this study demonstrates how the Saint’s teachings address the most pressing questions facing contemporary clergy. Each chapter builds upon the previous one, creating a comprehensive portrait of clerical spirituality that is both historically grounded and pastorally relevant.

For seminarians preparing for ordination, this volume provides an essential foundation in the theological principles that must govern their future ministry. For priests already engaged in pastoral work, it serves as a mirror for self examination and a source of renewed inspiration. For bishops bearing the fullness of episcopal responsibility, it recalls the sublime dignity and awesome accountability inherent in their sacred office.

The Church has always advanced through the recovery of her most ancient wisdom. In returning to the wellspring of Ambrosian spirituality, we discover not antiquated relics but living waters capable of refreshing our contemporary ecclesiastical life. The duties of the clergy remain what they were in the fourth century: to preach the Gospel in season and out of season, to guard the deposit of faith, to sanctify the people of God, and to govern the Church with wisdom and justice.

May this study inspire a new generation of priests to embrace their calling with the same courage, integrity, and pastoral charity that characterized the great Bishop of Milan. The Church needs such shepherds today no less than she did in the age of Ambrose.




Most Reverend James Cardinal O’Sullivan

Archbishop Emeritus of Dublin

Feast of Saint Ambrose, 2024
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Ambrose on Vocation, Election, and Divine Providence in Clerical Life


The circumstances surrounding Aurelius Ambrosius’ elevation to the episcopate provide one of the most extraordinary accounts in the annals of ecclesiastical history. When the bishop of Milan, Auxentius, died in 374, the cathedral became the stage for a bitter confrontation between orthodox Catholics and Arian sympathizers. As governor of Aemilia and Liguria, Ambrose entered the basilica not as a candidate for episcopal office, but as a civil magistrate charged with maintaining public order during the heated electoral proceedings.

Yet Providence operates through channels that often confound human expectation. While Ambrose addressed the assembled crowd, calling for peace and lawful conduct, a child’s voice reportedly cried out, “Ambrose for bishop!” The entire congregation took up the cry with such unanimity that even the opposing factions found themselves united in acclamation. This moment, recorded by his biographer Paulinus and corroborated by later historians, illustrates what Ambrose would later describe as the mysterious workings of divine election in his treatise De Officiis Ministrorum.

The future bishop’s initial response reveals much about his understanding of clerical vocation. Rather than embracing this unexpected honor, he fled the city under cover of darkness, attempting to escape what he perceived as an overwhelming burden. His flight was not born of false humility but of genuine recognition that episcopal office demanded a transformation of life that he felt unprepared to undertake. Ambrose understood instinctively what many of his contemporaries failed to grasp: the episcopate represented not merely an administrative appointment but a total consecration of one’s existence to the service of God and His people.

This reluctance to accept ecclesiastical preferment becomes a recurring theme throughout Ambrose’s writings on clerical duties. He consistently argues that authentic vocation manifests itself not in ambitious seeking after office but in the soul’s recognition of its unworthiness when confronted with the magnitude of pastoral responsibility. Those who eagerly pursue ecclesiastical honors, he suggests, reveal their fundamental misunderstanding of what such offices entail. The true shepherd, like Moses before the burning bush, protests his inadequacy precisely because he comprehends the sublime nature of his calling.

Contemporary records indicate that Ambrose’s election violated several canonical norms of the period. He remained unbaptized at the time of his acclamation, having delayed the sacrament according to the common practice of his era. Furthermore, he possessed no formal theological training, having pursued legal studies in preparation for imperial service. His rapid progression through the clerical orders - baptism, ordination to the diaconate, priesthood, and episcopal consecration - occurred within a single week, a proceeding that would have been considered irregular under normal circumstances.

However, Ambrose’s subsequent reflection on these events led him to articulate a sophisticated theology of divine election that transcends human conventions and expectations. In his pastoral letters, he frequently references the calling of the apostles, noting that Christ chose fishermen rather than scribes, tax collectors rather than Pharisees. This divine predilection for the unlikely candidate serves, in Ambrose’s analysis, to demonstrate that ecclesiastical authority derives not from human qualification but from divine grace.

The bishop’s understanding of vocation encompasses both the objective reality of divine election and the subjective response of the individual soul. He distinguishes carefully between the external call, mediated through the Church’s recognition and approval, and the internal conviction that must accompany genuine vocation. Without this interior dimension, external appointment becomes merely administrative arrangement lacking the spiritual authority necessary for effective pastoral ministry.

Saint Augustine’s Confessions provides valuable parallel insights into the nature of divine calling, though his experience differed markedly from that of Ambrose. Augustine’s gradual recognition of his vocation to episcopal ministry, mediated through years of theological study and spiritual formation, contrasts sharply with Ambrose’s sudden elevation. Nevertheless, both bishops ultimately arrived at similar conclusions regarding the sovereignty of divine election in clerical appointments.

Ambrose’s treatment of vocation extends beyond individual calling to encompass the Church’s responsibility in recognizing and nurturing potential clergy. He argues that the Christian community bears a sacred obligation to identify those whom God has marked for ecclesiastical service, even when such individuals may not recognize their own calling. This corporate dimension of vocation prevents the selection of clergy from becoming either a purely democratic process or an exercise in episcopal favoritism.

The bishop’s personal experience informed his conviction that external resistance to ecclesiastical appointment often indicates authentic vocation more reliably than eager acceptance. He observed that those who flee from episcopal responsibility, like Jonah fleeing from Nineveh, frequently possess the very qualities that make them suitable for such office. Their reluctance stems not from pride but from humility, not from ignorance but from understanding.

Throughout his episcopal career, Ambrose maintained that his own elevation served as a perpetual reminder of God’s ability to accomplish His purposes through unlikely instruments. This awareness prevented him from developing the spiritual pride that often accompanies ecclesiastical advancement. Instead, he approached his duties with the consciousness that he remained fundamentally dependent upon divine grace for any effective ministry.

The theological implications of Ambrose’s understanding of vocation extend far beyond questions of clerical selection. His emphasis on divine election as the primary factor in ecclesiastical appointment served to protect the Church from the corruption that inevitably accompanies purely human systems of advancement. When bishops recognize that their authority derives from God rather than from human approval, they become more accountable to divine standards than to popular opinion.

This principle proved particularly relevant during Ambrose’s conflicts with imperial authority. His famous confrontation with Emperor Theodosius over the massacre at Thessalonica demonstrated the practical consequences of his theology of vocation. Because he understood his episcopal authority as deriving from divine election rather than imperial appointment, he possessed the spiritual freedom to challenge even the most powerful temporal ruler when moral principles were at stake.

The bishop’s correspondence with other ecclesiastical leaders reveals his consistent application of these principles to the selection of clergy throughout his province. He regularly counseled against the appointment of candidates who actively sought office, preferring instead those who demonstrated reluctance combined with evident spiritual gifts. This approach, while sometimes resulting in administrative difficulties, helped maintain the integrity of the clerical order during a period of considerable political instability.

Ambrose’s understanding of vocation also shaped his approach to clerical formation. He argued that those called to ecclesiastical office required not merely intellectual preparation but spiritual transformation. The priest or bishop must become a living representation of Christ’s pastoral care, a responsibility that demands complete personal consecration. This holistic vision of clerical formation influenced generations of subsequent theological educators.

The bishop’s frequent references to scriptural precedents for unlikely divine elections serve to reinforce his central thesis that God’s choices often confound human expectations. David’s selection from among Jesse’s sons, despite being the youngest and least impressive physically, provides a paradigm for understanding how divine election operates independently of human criteria. Similarly, the calling of Saint Paul, despite his persecution of the early Church, demonstrates God’s sovereign freedom in choosing His instruments.

Contemporary critics of Ambrose’s elevation, particularly among the Arian party, frequently pointed to his lack of formal theological training as evidence of his unsuitability for episcopal office. His response to such criticism reveals his mature understanding of the relationship between divine calling and human preparation. While acknowledging the value of theological education, he insisted that authentic authority in ecclesiastical matters derives ultimately from divine anointing rather than academic credentials.

The bishop’s emphasis on the transformative nature of clerical vocation appears throughout his homiletical corpus. He consistently taught that ordination represents not merely the conferral of ecclesiastical functions but the beginning of a new mode of existence. The priest or bishop must die to his former life and be reborn as a servant of Christ’s people. This spiritual death and resurrection parallels the baptismal experience while extending its implications into the realm of pastoral ministry.

Ambrose’s theological reflection on his own vocation contributed significantly to the development of Western understanding of episcopal authority. His integration of personal experience with scriptural precedent and theological principle created a framework that influenced subsequent generations of ecclesiastical writers. This synthesis of autobiography, exegesis, and systematic theology characterizes much of his literary output.

The practical implications of Ambrose’s theology of vocation extended to his administrative policies as bishop. He implemented procedures designed to identify and nurture potential clergy based on spiritual rather than social criteria. His willingness to ordain men from humble backgrounds, provided they demonstrated authentic calling and appropriate gifts, helped democratize clerical recruitment in ways that strengthened the Church’s connection with ordinary believers.

The bishop’s understanding of divine election also influenced his approach to ecclesiastical discipline. He recognized that those called to clerical office bore particular responsibility for maintaining the integrity of their vocation through holy living. This recognition led him to implement strict standards for clerical conduct while maintaining pastoral sensitivity toward those who struggled with the demands of




















