

[image: Cover image for Why Priests?: A Failed Tradition]



WHY PRIESTS?

[image: ]


ALSO BY GARRY WILLS

Verdi’s Shakespeare

Outside Looking In

Bomb Power

Martial’s Epigrams

What the Gospels Meant

Head and Heart

What Paul Meant

What Jesus Meant

The Rosary

Why I Am a Catholic

Saint Augustine’s Confessions (Translation)

Papal Sin: Structures of Deceit

Saint Augustine (A Penguin Lives Biography)

Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words That Remade America


GARRY WILLS

WHY PRIESTS?

A Failed Tradition

[image: ]

VIKING



VIKING

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street,

New York, New York 10014, U.S.A.

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto,
Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)

Penguin Group (Australia), 707 Collins Street, Melbourne, Victoria 3008, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)

Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre,
Panchsheel Park, New Delhi–110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, Auckland 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)

Penguin Books (South Africa), Rosebank Office Park, 181 Jan Smuts Avenue,
Parktown North 2193, South Africa

Penguin China, B7 Jiaming Center, 27 East Third Ring Road North,
Chaoyang District, Beijing 100020, China

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

First published in 2013 by Viking Penguin, a member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

Copyright © Garry Wills, 2013

All rights reserved

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA

Wills, Garry, 1934–

Why priests? : a failed tradition / Garry Wills.

pages cm

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN: 978-1-101-60601-8

1. Transubstantiation. 2. Lord’s Supper—Catholic Church. 3. Lord’s Supper— Real presence. 4. Catholic Church—Doctrines. 5. Lord’s Supper—Biblical teaching. 6. Priests. 7. Lord’s Supper—Miracles. I. Title.

BX2220.W57 2013

262’.14—dc23

2012037034

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.




To the Memory of Henri de Lubac, S.J.


Contents

Key to Brief Citations

Introduction

I. Priest Power: The Eucharist

ONE: A Priestless Movement

TWO: Holy Men

THREE: The Eucharistic Miracle

FOUR: Explaining the Miracle: Aquinas

FIVE: Explaining the Miracle: Augustine

II. Jesus the Non-Priest

SIX: Killer Priests

SEVEN: The Melchizedek Myth

EIGHT: Higher Melchizedeks

NINE: Melchizedek and Jesus

III. Letter to Hebrews

TEN: What Is It?

ELEVEN: What Does It Mean?

TWELVE: A New High Priest

IV. Jesus as Sacrifice

THIRTEEN: Human Sacrifice

FOURTEEN: Who Killed Jesus?

V. Jesus as Rescuer

FIFTEEN: The Saving Trinity

SIXTEEN: Christ as Comrade

VI. Monopoly on the Sacred

SEVENTEEN: Priestly Imperialism

EIGHTEEN: The Lord’s Supper(s)

Envoi

Acknowledgments

APPENDIX I: Translating Hebrews

APPENDIX II: Letter to Hebrews

Index


Key to Brief Citations



	ABD
	The Anchor Bible Dictionary, five volumes (Doubleday, 1992).



	C
	Catechism of the Catholic Church, revised edition (Liguori Press, 1994).



	K
	Craig R. Koester, Hebrews (Doubleday, 2001).



	NJ
	The New Jerome Biblical Commentary (Prentice Hall, 1990).



	S
	Ceslas Spicq, L’épître aux Hébreux, second edition, two volumes (J. Gabalda, 1952–1953).



	ST
	Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, revised edition, five volumes (Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1965).





Introduction

I have nothing against priests. In fact, I tried for a time to be one. I spent over five years in a Jesuit seminary for that purpose. Those who inspired me to do that were some of the most benign influences on my life. One of the greatest men I ever met was my novice master, Joseph Fisher, S.J., to whom I dedicated one of my books. Another priest who has served as a guiding light to me is Daniel Berrigan, S.J., to whom I dedicated another book. I have been privileged to know scholar-priests I admired—Walter Ong, S.J., Raymond Brown, S.S. (I dedicated a book to him, too), and John O’Malley S.J. And this book is itself dedicated to a priest. I admire from a distance brilliant priests of the past—John Henry Newman, Gerard Manley Hopkins, S.J., the Curé d’Ars, and others. I even revere the fictional priests who have moved me—in Bernanos’s Diary of a Country Priest, Greene’s The Power and the Glory, Powers’s Morte d’Urban, Endo’s Silence, Guareschi’s Don Camillo. The Irish side of my family—the Collinses and Meehans and Driscolls—had a number of priests in it. I found good friends in the priests who served the campus churches I have attended for the last fifty years. It should be clear, then, that I respect, and am often fond of, the many priests in my life.

Why, then, having been such a fan of many priests of all sorts, close to me and far, do I now ask why we need priests at all? It is not a personal issue but an historical one. Why did the priesthood come into a religion that began without it and, indeed, opposed it? Would it have been better off without this incursion? What other deflections from the original path came from this new element in the mix? Why was it felt that priests were required, after an initial period when they were not? Without the priesthood, would there have been belief in an apostolic succession, the real presence in the Eucharist, the sacrificial interpretation of the Mass, or the ransom theory of redemption?

This book will argue that there would not have been. Without the priesthood, all of these would have a flimsy base to stand on—and the priesthood itself has a dubious basis. This does not mean, as some would instantly protest, that Christianity itself must then have a weak foundation. On the contrary, it stood without the priesthood at the outset, and it can stand stronger without it now.

Some think that the dwindling number of priests can be remedied by the addition of women priests, or married priests, or openly gay priests. In fact, the real solution is: no priests. It should not be difficult to imagine a Christianity without priests. Read carefully through the entire New Testament and you will not find an individual human priest mentioned in the Christian communities (only Jewish priests in service to the Temple). Only one book of the New Testament, the Letter to Hebrews, mentions an individual priest, and he is unique—Jesus. He has no followers in that office, according to the Letter.

It is not surprising, then, that some Protestant communities are able to be good Christians without having any priests. Some priests of my youth mocked them for that reason. They said a Protestant ceremony was just a town meeting, without the sacramental consecration and consumption of the body and blood of Jesus. When I told one of my pastors that I had admired the sermon of a visiting priest, he said I should not be looking to have my ears tickled, like some Protestant, but should concentrate on the mystery of the Eucharist. Without the Eucharist, he was implying, we would have no religion at all.

We Catholics were taught not only that we must have priests but that they must be the right kind of priests. Eastern Orthodox priests, and Anglican ones, and Lutheran ones do not count, because they were not ordained by successors to Saint Peter, the first bishop of Rome. As recently as 1998, Cardinal Ratzinger (the present pope) instructed Anglican/Episcopalian priests that any sacraments they administered were “void.”1 Catholic children, given these teachings, did not at first know that there is no historical evidence for Peter being bishop anywhere—least of all at Rome, where the office of bishop did not exist in the first century CE—or that the linear “apostolic succession” is a chain of historical fabrications.2 What we were supposed to accept is that all priesthoods are invalid ones except the Roman Catholic. Even if we grant the Roman myths, and say that the Catholic priesthood is valid, how is it Christian to make that priesthood a means for excluding all Christians but Roman Catholics?

I shall be arguing here that priesthood, despite the many worthy men who have filled that office, keeps Catholics at a remove from other Christians—and at a remove from the Jesus of the Gospels, who was a biting critic of the priests of his day. To make this argument, I must consider the claim that has set priests apart from all other human beings, their unique power to change bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. On this claim the entire sacramental structure of the medieval church was built up. The priesthood stands or falls with that claim. I mean to examine it here—dispassionately, thoroughly, historically. The outcome of this debate will determine the future (if any) of the priesthood.

NOTES


1. Leo XIII declared Anglican orders invalid in his 1896 encyclical Apostolicae Curae. In 1998, Cardinal Ratzinger, the head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, appended to John Paul II’s motu proprio Ad Tuendam Fidem an instruction saying that Apostolicae Curae is still binding.

2. Raymond E. Brown et al., Peter in the New Testament (Augsburg Publishing House, 1973), pp. 8, 19–20, 167–68.
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ONE

A Priestless Movement

I thought at first of calling this chapter “A Priestless Christianity.” But no such thing as Christianity existed in Gospel days—only a Jesus movement within the Jewish community.1 In fact, there was no “church” in the first generation of Jesus’ followers—just “gatherings” (ekkl[image: ]siae, which meant “house gatherings”), where the followers first met.2 Followers of Jesus were called “Housefellows,” Oikeioi (Gal 6.10, Eph 2.19). In these gatherings, there were no priests, though there were many “charisms”—activities inspired by the Holy Spirit. There were at least sixteen of them (1 Cor 12.4–11, 27–31, Rom 12.6–8, Eph 4.11). Some of these actors in the early gatherings are no longer recognized as regular church ministries—like prophets or miracle workers (1 Cor 12.9–10, 28). Some roles continue as rare or irregular activities in certain Christian gatherings—speakers in tongues, exorcists, healers (1 Cor 12.9–10, 28, Rom 12.8). Isn’t it odd that—with so many of Jesus’ early followers inspired by the Spirit to serve their brothers and sisters—none of these ministries was that of a priest?

The principal activity of the Jesus movement was a communal meal, in which memories of Jesus were shared—memories that would in time accumulate into the Gospels. Since there was no New Testament yet, the community prayed, prophesied (elaborating on the words of the Jewish prophets), sang hymns of their own composition, and baptized newcomers into their company (even early baptisms were effected at the meal).3 Nothing is said in the first century of a “consecration” that changed food into anything other than a sign of shared fellowship.

One of the charisms that lapsed after the Jesus generation was that of apostle—which means “emissary” (from apo-stello, “I send off”). The house gathering(s) in one town would send off a representative to other houses in the town or to other towns altogether. Reception of such emissaries in a house helps explain the emphasis on hospitality (philoxenia, Rom 12.13, Hb 13.2). Paul, for example, did not belong to one gathering, but shuttled about from many gatherings to other ones. The word’s meaning was explained when Jesus began to send his followers off (apo-stellein, Mk 6.7) to heal, cast out devils, and carry the revelation. Despite these spiritual powers granted to apostles, the term used of them was secular and diplomatic in origin. It meant “ambassador.”


The basic definition [of apostle] given by Origen is simple: “Everyone who is sent by someone is an apostle of the one who sent him.” The concept involves legal and administrative aspects, and is basic to all types of representatives, envoys, and ambassadors…Chronologically, in the earliest use of the term in the New Testament, apostolos is an administrative designation for envoys, delegates, and representatives. Their title and function are given in 2 Corinthians 8.23 as “envoys of the churches” (apostoloi ekkl[image: ]sion), that is, envoys appointed and sent out by the churches to represent them.4



Thus Paul was an apostle because he belonged to no one gathering, but was an emissary sent to all Gentile followers of Jesus, some of them his converts: however, many of them—like most of those listed at Romans 16.1–15—were believers before he met them. He refers to several of his co-workers as apostles, including a married couple, Andronicus and Junia, as people who were “sent” between communities (Rom 16.7).

People now may think of apostles as confined to The Twelve (with Paul added as a thirteenth). But the term originally had a wider meaning than that. The Twelve’s extraordinary status is indicated by the fact that they are referred to as apostles when Jesus sends them off to others (Mk 3.14–16, Mt 10.2, Lk 6.13), but are often referred to simply as The Twelve, where their number is clearly a symbol of the End Time, as judges of the Twelve Tribes. This eschatological role for The Twelve is given several expressions:


You are men who were there with me while I underwent my testings. So I grant you a share in the reign that my Father granted me, that you may eat and drink at table with me in my reign, and you may sit on thrones to judge the Twelve Tribes of Israel. (Lk 22.28–30)




I tell you solemnly that in the New World, when the Son of Man is seated on his throne of splendor, you who have been with me will be seated on twelve thrones, to judge the Twelve Tribes of Israel. (Mt 19.28)




In the Spirit he swept me off to a large towering mountain, and revealed to me the holy city of Jerusalem descending from God’s heaven. It shone with God’s splendor, its brightness was that of a rare jewel, like glowing jasper. It had a large high wall with twelve gates, where twelve angels were posted, bearing the names of the Twelve Tribes of Israel—three gates to the east, three to the north, three to the south, and three to the west. The city wall rested on twelve stones of foundation, inscribed with the names of The Twelve Apostles of the Lamb. (Rev 21.10–14)



Since there were no “Christians” in the Gospels, how did believers in Jesus identify themselves to one another or to outsiders? They were most often called, or called themselves, Followers (Akolouthontes—seventy-nine times in the Gospels). Or they were called Learners (Math[image: ]tai, normally translated as “disciples”—nineteen times in the Gospels).5 In accord with the designation Followers, the Acts of the Apostles calls what they follow The Path (H[image: ] Hodos).6 In accord with the designation Learners, Jesus is addressed by them as Teacher—Didaskale (twenty-nine times in the Gospels) or Rabbi (eleven times in the Gospels). All the followers of Jesus are, therefore, Followers or Learners, and none is put above another. Even The Twelve are not rulers of their fellow Followers/Learners—they are to judge the Twelve Tribes, but only in the End Time.

If Followers and Learners are the titles of adherents to Jesus in the Gospels, Paul has another range of references for his fellow believers—most commonly The Brothers (Adelphoi) and The Sisters (Adelphai), but also The Housefellows (Oikeioi), The Called (Kl[image: ]toi), The Holy (Hagioi or H[image: ]giasmenoi), or Those-in-Messiah (Hoi en Christ[image: ][i]).7 As one would surmise from these designations, the communities Paul addresses were radically egalitarian and charismatic, not authoritarian or hierarchical. Paul addresses entire gatherings, not a leader (or leaders) in them. When Jesus left the earth, he did not turn his Followers/Learners over to human guidance. Instead he sent them a Champion (Parakl[image: ]tos, literally one “summoned to one’s side” to strengthen one; Jn 14.16, 26, 15.26, 16.7).

Thus community functions (not offices) are direct gifts (charismata) of the Spirit, making the early community charismatic in the root original sense, entirely guided by the Spirit, not by hierarchical rule or appointment to offices. Paul mentions eleven such charismata in his First Letter to Corinthians:


There are diverse charisms, but from the same Spirit. There are distinct ways of serving, but of the same Lord. There are distinct ways of acting, but the same God is at work in all acts of all the actors. The Spirit makes itself known in a particular person for the general good. One man, through the Spirit, has the gift of wise speech, while another, by the power of the same Spirit, can put the deepest knowledge into words. Another’s fidelity is from the same Spirit. Another has the gift of healing and it is still one Spirit. Another can work miracles, another can prophesy, another can read spiritual impulses, another can speak different languages, another can interpret the languages. At work in all these things is the single and shared Spirit, distributing them as seems best individually. (12.4–11)




You are the body of Christ, each individually a part of it, from which God has provided for the gathering—first, apostles; second, prophets; third, teachers; then miracle-working, then healing gifts, help-providing, guidance-offering, kinds of speaking in tongues. Are all people apostles, all prophets, all teachers, all miracle workers, all with the gift of healing, all speaking in tongues, all interpreters of tongues? Strive for higher gifts than these. (12.27–31)



At Romans 12.7–8 he mentions four other charismata—for the supporter (parakal[image: ]n), the servant (diakonos), the almsgiver (metadidous), and the representative (proistamenos). At Ephesians 4.11 he adds another charism, that of the shepherd (poim[image: ]n).8 That makes sixteen actions prompted by the Spirit, none of them an office, each distinguished from the rest. Nowhere is the word “priest” (hiereus) used in describing the services rendered by those receiving charismata.

The egalitarian spirit of the early communities came from Christ himself, who said that none of his Followers should try to be above another.


And they came to Capernaum, and inside the house he asked them, “What were you discussing along the road?” But they fell silent, because they had been discussing along the way who was greater. And after being seated he called The Twelve and says to them, “If anyone wishes to be first, he will be last of all and the servant of all.” And taking a child he placed it in their midst, and hugging it, he told them, “The one who would welcome such a child in my name welcomes me. And whoever welcomes me, welcomes not only me but the one who sent me.” (Mk 9.33–37)



Luke’s Gospel (14.7–11) makes the same point this way:


When he noticed how the guests were trying to secure the places of honor, he told them a model story: “When you are asked by someone to be a wedding-guest, do not sit down in the place of honor. It may be that some person more distinguished than yourself has been invited; and the host will come and say to you, ‘Give this man your seat,’ and then you will move with embarrassment to take the lowliest seat. Rather, when invited, take on arrival the lowliest seat. Then you will be splendid before every one of your fellow guests, should your host come and say to you, ‘Friend, rise higher up.’ For everyone who boosts himself up will be lowered down, and everyone who lowers himself will be boosted up.”



Jesus is telling his Followers not to be like the Sadducees and Pharisees who seek the “first places”:


Everything they do is done to impress people. They enlarge their tefillins and lengthen their tassels. They like the most important place at meals, and the chairs of honor in their synagogues, and to be cheered on the street, and to be called by people “Rabbi.” You, however, must not be addressed as “Rabbi,” since you have only one Teacher, and you are brothers to each other. Do not address any man on earth as father, since you have only one Father, and he is in heaven. And you must not be addressed as leaders, since you have only one Leader, the Messiah. The greater among you will be your servant. For whoever boosts himself up will be lowered, and whoever lowers himself down will be boosted up. (Mt 23.5–12)



What could be more against this teaching than popes who adopt the title “Holy Father”?

A purely charismatic movement is hard to sustain. I found that out when reporting on radical communes in the 1960s and early 1970s. They all began with opposition to “the cult of personality,” and with promises that all chores would be equally shared. But soon it turned out that certain people were more interested in making out schedules, buying groceries, and maintaining the property. Thus the post-Gospel literature of the Jesus movement introduces people in administrative roles—Servants, Elders, Overseers. These are not charisms bestowed by the Spirit, but offices to which people are appointed by their fellow human beings—and once more the priesthood is missing from the list.

Servants (diakonoi, usually translated “deacons”). This is a term Paul uses to describe himself (1 Cor 3.5) and his co-worker Timothy (1 Thess 3.2).9 He calls a woman, Phoebe, a diakonos (Rom 16.1). He greets the servants and overseers in Philippi (Phil 1.1). It is not surprising that the role of the servant would later be more prominent in the Deutero-Pauline “pastoral” epistles (1 Tim 3.8, 12, 4.6, Titus 1.9). Though Luke does not use the word diakonoi, it is generally agreed that the seven men chosen to handle food distribution for the community in Acts were “deacons” (Ac 6.2–5).

Elders (presbyteroi). Paul and Barnabas preached from town to town, and “they [the two emissaries] also appointed Elders for them [the inhabitants] in each town” (Ac 14.23). Acts 11.30 shows that Elders were, among other things, liaisons for congregations to keep in contact with each other. Peter, in the first letter attributed to him (5.1), calls himself a “fellow Elder” (sympresbyteros) of other Elders.

Overseers (episkopoi, usually translated as “bishops”). In Philippians 1.1, Paul and Timothy greet, in this order, (1) God’s people, (2) the Overseers, (3) the Servants, at Philippi. This is Paul’s only use of episkopoi. It occurs elsewhere only in three places. In Acts, Paul is made to say to the Elders of Ephesus: “Keep watch, then, over yourselves and over the whole flock, of which the Holy Spirit has appointed you Overseers, to shepherd the church of God” (20.28).10 So Paul and Luke use the term in the plural, even for one congregation. Only in two places in the late pastorals is it used in the singular, and there it occurs in combination with Elders (presbyteroi) or a board of Elders (presbyterion, 1 Tim 4.14), and the office has a “complete lack of theological legitimation.”11 The qualifications for an episkopos are entirely moral, and they are not only appointed by their fellows but monitored by them, and can be removed by them.


If one aspires to the overseership, it is a worthy role he has in mind. For the overseer must be beyond criticism—the husband of one wife, sober, disciplined, presentable, approachable, able to teach, not bibulous or quarrelsome, but mild, pacific, not in thrall to money; a good manager of his home, commanding his children’s respect, along with all virtues. If, after all, a man does not know how to manage his own home, how will he take care of God’s gathering? He should not be recently baptized lest, inflated with self-importance, he should succumb to the devil’s sentence. He should have, too, a good reputation elsewhere, so as not to fall into disgrace and the devil’s snare. (1 Tim 3.1–7)



The other use of episkopos in the singular also stresses “approachability,” showing that the office is a diplomatic one, making for good relations between communities (which explains the reference in 1 Timothy to a good reputation outside the congregation).


Of course an overseer, as the householder [oikonomos] of God, must be beyond criticism, not stubborn, not quick-tempered, not a drinker or a fighter, not concentrating on money; but approachable, benevolent, disciplined, fair, religious, and self-denying. He should adhere to sound teaching, so he may strengthen others by his healing discourse, and refute adversaries. (Titus 1.7–9)



These pastoral letters are moving toward the single-overseer system—the so-called monarchical episcopacy—that first appears full-blown in the letters of Ignatius of Antioch (dated by John Meier to 108–117 CE). He notes that even the single overseer of his time has to preside in conjunction with presbyteroi and diakonoi.12 Indeed, Ignatius refers to himself as a diakonos as well as an overseer.13 Despite the emphasis of Ignatius on his own authority as an overseer, it is clear that he had lost control of the church in Antioch even before his arrest by the imperial authorities.14

It will be seen, then, that there is a wide variety of charisms, functions, and tasks referred to in the New Testament. If the priesthood existed then, would it not have been included in this exhaustive list, or at least referred to? But in fact Jesus nowhere refers to his Followers or Learners as priests. Paul never calls himself—or Timothy, or any of his other co-workers—a priest. He never gives anyone that status, either as a charism or an appointment. The Peter of the first Pseudo-Petrine letter does not call himself a priest, much less a bishop, but only a “fellow Elder” (sympresbyteros) of the other Elders in the Diaspora (1 Pet 5.1). His only reference to a priesthood (hierateuma) is that of the whole people as “living stones built up into a spiritual structure,” lithoi zontes oikodomeisthe oikos pneumatikos (1 Pet 2.5, 9).

Not only is there no mention of a single priest among the Followers and Learners in the New Testament, there is no mention of the acts we now associate with the priesthood—no hearing of confessions, no giving the last rites, no marrying, no confirmation, no presiding at the Mass, no consecrating of the Eucharist. Baptism has never been the exclusive rite of priests. When rival factions in Corinth were engaged in different baptisms, Paul stood above the fray by pointing out that he did not normally baptize:


I thank God that I baptized none of you, except Crispus and Gaius. So no one can say you were baptized in my name. True, I did baptize the household of Stephanas; I am not aware of anyone else I baptized. Christ did not send me to baptize, but to carry the revelation. (1 Cor 1.14–17)



As for the Eucharist, we have a detailed description of troubles at the agape meal in Corinth, and there is no one in charge there. Paul does not lament the lack of a priest at the meal. He complains that people are eating in separate groups, with separate and widely differing foods.


First of all, I hear that when you assemble as a gathering, you divide into factions. I partly believe this, since divisions are necessary to make clear who among you is of sound doctrine. Nonetheless, in your gathering it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat. Each prefers to eat what he has brought, so that while one lacks food, another has too much to drink. Have you no homes for your own eating and drinking, that you insult the gathering and humiliate the poor?…Accordingly, should one eat the food or drink the cup unworthily, he is guilty of the death of the Lord’s body and blood. Let a man examine himself, and only then eat of the food and drink of the cup. Otherwise he who eats and drinks is eating and drinking a verdict on himself, since he does not understand what the body is. (1 Cor 11.18–22, 27–29)



In future years those last two sentences would be interpreted as saying that the unworthy participant in the Mass would be desecrating the real presence of the Lord in the consecrated bread and wine. But there is no mention of consecrating the bread and wine in this passage. In fact, people are eating and drinking a variety of different foods and beverages, according to class and wealth—and that is their offense. How is that desecrating the body and blood of Jesus? Because the body of Jesus is the people of his Followers, and breaking into factions at the meal is rending that body. As Paul says, “Now you are Christ’s body, and each of you individually a part of it” (1 Cor 12.27). The bread is a symbol of the many grains joined in the one body of believers: “Because there is one loaf, we—many as we are—are one body” (1 Cor 10.17). That is what Paul means when he says the offender “does not understand what the body is.”

Paul’s message against the dismemberment of the body of Christ is the same in Corinthians as in Galatians, where the Followers were eating different meals, some still observing kashrut (kosher), others freed from it (Gal 2.12–14). What should have been a celebration of the unity of God’s people was a fragmenting of them. The offense in both cases is the same—people eating separately at the agape meal. If the offense had been the desecrating of the real presence of Jesus in the food and drink, surely that would have been referred to. Indeed, Eucharist (“Thanksgiving”) in its later sense, of sharing bread and wine as the body and blood of Christ, is never used in the New Testament, not even in the Letter to Hebrews, which alone calls Jesus a priest. Even when the term “Eucharist” came in, as with the letters of Ignatius of Antioch, it was still, as in Paul, simply a celebration of the people’s oneness at the “one altar.”15 That meaning for the “body of Christ” would persist as late as the fourth and fifth centuries, in Augustine’s denial of the real presence of Jesus in the elements of the meal.


What you see passes away, but what is invisibly symbolized does not pass away. It perdures. The visible is received, eaten, and digested. But can the body of Christ be digested? Can the church of Christ be digested? Can Christ’s limbs be digested? Of course not.16




If you want to know what is the body of Christ, hear what the Apostle [Paul] tells believers: “You are Christ’s body, and his limbs” [1 Cor 12.27]. If, then, you are Christ’s body and his limbs, it is your symbol that lies on the Lord’s altar—what you receive is a symbol of yourselves. When you say “Amen” to what you are, your saying it affirms it. You hear, “The body of Christ,” and you answer “Amen,” and you must be the body of Christ to make that “Amen” take effect. And why are you bread? Hear again the Apostle, speaking of this very symbol: “We are one bread, one body, many as we are” [1 Cor 10.17].17




Believers recognize the body of Christ when they take care to be the body of Christ. They should be the body of Christ if they want to draw life from the spirit of Christ. No life comes to the body of Christ but from the spirit of Christ.18



So, to summarize, though there were many charisms of service in the early Jesus movement—many functions, some inchoate offices—there were no priests and no priestly services; no male presider at the agape meal, no re-enactment of Jesus’ Last Supper, no “sacrifice of the Mass,” no consecrations of bread and wine; nothing that resembled what priests now claim to do. In fact, pagan critics of the Jesus movement said that it could not be a religion at all, since it had no priests, no altars, no designated places of worship.

How, then, did it come about that multiple New Testament texts like Matthew 23.9—“Do not address any man on earth as father, since you have only one Father, and he is in heaven”—should be so ignored by later priests and laity? That happened when a certain class in the church became Holy Men. And why did they become Holy Men? Because they had by then acquired the unique power to change bread and wine into the body and blood of Jesus Christ.
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TWO

Holy Men

The most striking thing about priests, in the later history of Christianity, is their supposed ability to change bread and wine into the body and blood of Jesus Christ. “From this unique sacrifice their whole priestly ministry draws its strength” (C 1566). Nothing else about their actions is on that scale—the fact that they can routinely work an astounding miracle. Jesus becomes present in every bit of bread and every bit of wine that is consecrated, and only one thing can make this happen—the words of a priest impersonating Jesus at the Last Supper and saying, “This is MY [i.e., Jesus’ though the priest is speaking] body…This is the cup of MY blood.”

The only person on earth who can do this is a priest, and he can do it all by himself, with no congregation present (in what is called a private Mass). A congregation of believers, no matter how large or how pious, cannot do this if no priest is present. The people of God cannot approach God directly, in this rite central to many Christians, but only through a designated agent. As Thomas Aquinas put it: “A priest, it was earlier said, is established as the mediator between God and the people. A person who stands in need of a mediator with God cannot approach him on his own” (ST 3.22 a4r).

The power to effect transubstantiation is lodged in a priest by the sacrament of ordination, and it cannot be taken from him except by death. He is ordained as “a priest forever,” in the line of Melchizedek, whose priesthood had no beginning and no end. Even if a priest is defrocked, discredited, convicted of crimes, and imprisoned, he still has the “character” (imprint) of the sacrament. “Through that sacrament [ordination] priests, by the anointing of the Holy Spirit, are signed with a special character” (C 1563). Get bread and wine to him in a prison cell, and a priest can still make Jesus present there. That was why it was so hard to discipline pedophile priests. Church authorities can take away their “faculties” (permission to act in certain dioceses) but not their priesthood.

Nothing else a priest does matches his Eucharistic power. He can forgive sins—in the confessional and as part of the last rites—but that does not make Jesus himself present in a particular moment and place. He can marry, and bury, and baptize Catholics—but these are lesser matters than the power that gives him all his other dignities. In fact, all these other acts became sacraments as part of the power extending outward from the power to celebrate Mass. That is because the Mass re-enacts the Passion of Christ, from which all graces are derived in the Thomistic system.

The “whisky priest” in Graham Greene’s novel The Power and the Glory (first published in America as The Labyrinthine Ways) is a fornicator with a child born out of wedlock, and the people where he had his affair know all about him. Since the novel takes place during President Calles’s fierce persecution of the Catholic Church in Mexico (1924–1934), the priest knows that, simply by being there, he puts the people around him at risk of death for harboring him. But he goes on, even while accusing himself as a vile man, a menace to others, because he thinks he can still make God present when he consecrates bread and wine for the people he endangers. He keeps risking his own life and the lives of others to continue bringing that miracle to them. Nothing else justifies what turns out to be his suicidal mission.


If he left them, they would be safe; and they would be free from his example; he was the only priest the children could remember. It was from him they would take their ideas of the faith. But it was from him too they took God—in their mouths. When he was gone it would be as if God in all this space between the sea and the mountains ceased to exist. Wasn’t it his duty to stay, even if they despised him, even if they were murdered for his sake, even if they were corrupted by his example?…He could feel no meaning any longer in prayers like these [for a boy’s life]—the Host was different: to lay that between a dying man’s lips was to lay God. That was a fact.1



There is another priest in Greene’s novel, Padre Jose, a man who has given up his mission, married, and submitted to the government. He, too, has the unremovable power to work miracles:


He was just a fat old impotent man mocked and taunted between the sheets. But then he remembered the gift he had been given which nobody could take away. That was what made him worthy of damnation—the power he still had of turning the wafer into the flesh and blood of God. He was a sacrilege. Wherever he went, whatever he did, he defiled God. Some mad renegade Catholic, puffed up with the governor’s politics, had once broken into a church (in the days when there were still churches) and seized the Host. He had spat on it, trampled it, and then the people had got him and hanged him…He wasn’t so bad a man, Padre Jose thought—he would be forgiven, he was just a politician; but he himself, he was worse than that—he was like an obscene picture hung here every day to corrupt children with.2



The miracle of changing bread and wine into the literal body and blood of Christ is so stupendous that the church for a long time tried to minimize its physical actuality. An air of mystery around it was meant to restrain literal thoughts verging on cannibalism. Drinking blood is a rather gruesome concept—indeed, it is forbidden by Jewish Law (Lev 7.26–27)—and chewing human flesh is not much better in the scales of normal behavior. Medieval theologians said that it was a marvelous providence of God that the sacrament was veiled under the semblance of bread and wine, to prevent the horror cruoris or the horror sanguinis—“revulsion from flesh” or “revulsion from blood.” Roger Bacon wrote in the thirteenth century that “the human heart could not endure to masticate and devour raw and living flesh and to drink fresh blood.”3 Thomas Aquinas assured readers that “Nothing repulsive [horrendum] occurs in the sacrament. It would only be repulsive if raw flesh were eaten.”4 Peter Damian said that if eating flesh were perceived in the Eucharist it would be a terribile sacramentum.5

In my childhood, one did not have to consider that one was drinking blood, since the chalice was denied to laypeople—a medieval development that held only priests were worthy of that privilege (women were the first to be denied the cup).6 Nor did chewing of flesh come into the imagination, since the act was so far as possible dematerialized: a paper-thin wafer was invented to be the Host, something that could melt on one’s tongue, obviating the need to chew. What happens to the wafer in the digestive tract was best not thought of, and the Host’s practically non-material nature made that virtually unnecessary.

The first miracle, how the wafer became Jesus, was to be followed by an obscure second miracle, how the wafer had to be “de-consecrated” before it became an excretion. Did it turn back into bread at some traveling point toward the toilet bowl? As the theologian Edward Schillebeeckx put it, there had to be a “reverse transubstantiation” to separate Jesus from the “accidents” of bread and wine before they were excreted:


To explain the real presence of the heavenly Christ, the further miracle of “adduction,” “production” or “reproduction” in the bread was necessary. This in turn required a new miracle, to explain how it was possible for Christ to remain in heaven and yet, at the same time, to dwell in the Host, even though this did not take place spatially. This speculation should ultimately have resulted in the problem (which was never in fact sorted out and was not really taken seriously, as the previous questions were) of whether a reverse transubstantiation did not have to take place when the Eucharistic forms passed away, and Christ accordingly returned to heaven—which he had, however, never left.7



The consideration of what happens to the Host in the intestines was made a taboo subject, so much so that people who brought up the inconveniencing problem were branded as heretics—“Stercoranists” from stercus, meaning “feces.”8 To distance the taking of communion from ordinary eating, all Catholics were ordered to fast from all food and drink from midnight to the reception of the Host. They were also told they could not be in a state of sin while receiving communion, so they had best go to confession before taking the Host.

The Host was made into an object of adoration. It was retained after the Mass where it was consecrated, kept in a tabernacle, carried around in a pyx in case it had to be taken to a dying person, or someone hospitalized, or one otherwise incapacitated. A vigil lamp was kept lit to signal its presence in the tabernacle, and worshipers genuflected to the Host behind the tabernacle door. They also paid “visits” to Jesus in what Thomas Aquinas called an inappropriate incarceration.9 Periodically the Host was exposed in an ornate gold monstrance, to be venerated at the service called Benediction, with incensings, hymns, and a congregation permanently on its knees. Being excommunicated from the church meant, as the name suggests, that one could no longer receive the Host. Everything revolved around the Host.

In my youth, no one was allowed to touch the Host but the priest, who placed it on a communicant’s tongue, not in the hands. The fact that the priest’s hands were allowed such intimacy with the Host was symbolized by tying his hands during the ordination service. This set the hands apart from mundane service. The “consecrating fingers” that held the Host during the performance of the service were so important that a man lacking those could not be a priest at all. When Isaac Jogues, the Jesuit missionary to North America, was captured by Mohawk warriors in 1642, he was tortured so extensively that his thumbs and forefingers were cut, burnt, or gnawed away. When Jogues returned to France after his rescue, Pope Urban VIII had to grant him special permission to consecrate the Host with his remaining fingers.10 The significance of the miracle-working hands is expressed in many ways. When Pope Pius IX kidnapped a Jewish boy who had been baptized during an illness, he showed his determination not to give the boy back to his family by saying, “I know what my duty is in the matter and, God willing, I will let them cut off my hand rather than be found wanting.”11

One of the deep urges to deny the reality of sexual abuse by priests is probably the fact that pious people thought it inconceivable that the “consecrating fingers,” those which touched the Host, could also stroke a woman’s clitoris or a young boy’s penis. John Chrysostom (c. 347–407 CE) wrote: “How God shows his love for man. He who sits on high beside the Father is held in all priests’ hands!”12 Francis of Assisi said that this cradling of Christ in his hands made the priest resemble Mary his mother, who bore him in her womb and nursed him at her breast.13 In the twelfth century, Saint Norbert, the founder of the Premonstratensian order of priests, wrote of the priest’s re-enactment of the Incarnation, “Priest you are not, because you are God.”14

The priest was not only allowed to handle holy things. He was a kind of walking holiness himself. According to John Chrysostom:


Though the priesthood is exercised on
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