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The Priesthood of the Old Testament
Priesthood and the offering sacrifice go back to the be-

ginning of history. Soon after the Fall, Scripture tells us of 
acts of priestly sacrificial offering in the story of Cain and 
Abel (Gen 4:3-5). Seth and Noah also made offerings to the 
Lord. The patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob continued 
to perform a similar priestly function; they built altars and 
offered sacrifices on them to adore and propitiate God, and 
they won graces for themselves and their descendants.1 

The Law of Moses put the priesthood and the offering 
of sacrifice at the heart of the worship of Israel in a new, 
divinely prescribed form. The Law first required that these 
offerings be made in the Tent of Meeting, and later in the 
Temple in Jerusalem. 

It is easy to miss the reality of priesthood and sacrifice 
in rabbinical Judaism because this dimension of Jewish 
worship has been lost since the destruction of the Temple 
in 70 AD. Since all sacrifice had to be offered in the one 
Temple in Jerusalem, the destruction of that Temple by the 
Roman legions under General Titus2—and the impossibil-
ity of rebuilding it—meant the end of the entire sacrificial 
system of Judaism. The Jews mourn that destruction in an 
annual fast, Tisha B’Av (ninth day of the Jewish month 
of Av).

With the loss of the offering of sacrifice, the Old Testa-
ment priesthood lost its principal function and thus its 
reason for existing. Nevertheless, the line of the priest-
hood, which is passed down through the sons of Aaron, 
is preserved in those who have the last name of “priest,” 
which is “Cohen” in Hebrew (and derivatives such as 
Kahn, Cohn, Kogan, Kagan, or Kahanowitz).3 Descendants 
of the priestly line still have the duty of giving the priestly 
blessing from Numbers 6:24–27: “‘The Lord bless you and 
keep you: The Lord make his face to shine upon you, and 
be gracious to you: The Lord lift up his countenance upon 
you, and give you peace.’ The Lord says, ‘So shall they put 
my name upon the people of Israel, and I will bless them.’”

God established the priestly line through Aaron in Exo-
dus 28:1: “Then bring near to you Aaron your brother, 
and his sons with him, from among the people of Israel, 
to serve me as priests—Aaron and Aaron’s sons, Nadab 

1	  With regard to Abraham, see Gen 15, and above all, Gen 22 
recounting the sacrifice of Isaac.

2	  Titus was the son of the Emperor Vespasian; he succeeded his 
father to the throne in 79 AD.

3	  The name “Cohen” is the direct transliteration of the Hebrew 
word for “priest” (הןק). The mere possession of such a last name is 
not considered sufficient proof, but should be backed by more complete 
genealogical records. Tombstones of priests were marked with a special 
sign of hands giving the priestly blessing.

and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar.” Only the descendants 
of Aaron could be priests, and the high priest was to be 
the firstborn of his line. As Hebrews 5:4 states, “One does 
not take the honor upon himself, but he is called by God, 
just as Aaron was.”

Aaron was a member of the tribe of Levi. The men of 
the other families of that tribe served under the priests, and 
were specially consecrated to the Lord. For this reason the 
Levites were not given a specific part of the land of Israel 
to cultivate, for their portion was the Lord and His service.

And the Lord said to Aaron, You shall have no inheri-
tance in their land, neither shall you have any portion 
among them; I am your portion and your inheritance 
among the people of Israel. To the Levites I have given 
every tithe in Israel for an inheritance, in return for 
their service which they serve, their service in the tent 
of meeting. And henceforth the people of Israel shall 
not come near the tent of meeting, lest they bear sin 
and die. But the Levites shall do the service of the tent 
of meeting, and they shall bear their iniquity; it shall 
be a perpetual statute throughout your generations; 
and among the people of Israel they shall have no in-
heritance. For the tithe of the people of Israel, which 
they present as an offering to the Lord, I have given 
to the Levites for an inheritance; therefore I have said 
of them that they shall have no inheritance among the 
people of Israel.”4

Numbers 35:1–8 stipulated that the Levites were to have 
forty-eight cities scattered through the land of the other 
tribes of Israel. The duties and subordinate service of the 
Levites are described in Numbers 18:2–7, in which the 
Lord says to Aaron:

“And with you bring your brethren also, the tribe of 
Levi, the tribe of your father, that they may join you, 
and minister to you while you and your sons with you 
are before the tent of the testimony. They shall attend 
you and attend to all duties of the tent; but shall not 
come near to the vessels of the sanctuary or to the altar, 
lest they, and you, die. They shall join you, and attend 
to the tent of meeting, for all the service of the tent; 
and no one else shall come near you. And you shall 
attend to the duties of the sanctuary and the duties of 
the altar, that there be wrath no more upon the people 
of Israel. And behold, I have taken your brethren the 
Levites from among the people of Israel; they are a 
gift to you, given to the Lord, to do the service of the 
tent of meeting. And you and your sons with you shall 
attend to your priesthood for all that concerns the altar 
and that is within the veil; and you shall serve. I give 

4	  Num 18:20–24.
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your priesthood as a gift, and any one else who comes 
near shall be put to death.”

The liturgical service of the sanctuary in Israel was thus 
divided into two orders: the priests who were descendants 
of Aaron, and served the altar and offered sacrifice, and 
the other Levites who ministered to the priests and tended 
the sanctuary, but did not offer sacrifice. The character-
istic mark of the Levites was service (Num 18:2), and 
that of the priests was sacrifice. At the head of the entire 
liturgical service was the High Priest, descended from the 
eldest son of Aaron. The “Holy Orders” of Israel thus had 
three grades: high priest, priests, and Levites, parallel to 
the three grades of Holy Orders in the Catholic Church: 
bishop, priests, and deacons.

The priests and Levites first served at the Tabernacle 
housing the Ark of the Covenant,5 and then at the Temple 
in Jerusalem when it was consecrated by Solomon. During 
their turn in exercising liturgical functions, priests had to 
abstain from marital relations and reside apart from their 
wives. After the construction of the Temple, the Levites 
were put in charge of the liturgical music of the Temple 
service and of the offerings for the Temple.6

Typology of the Grades of the Old Testament 
Priesthood

The bishops in the Church are frequently referred to 
in the liturgy with the title “High Priest,” showing the 
parallel of the bishop with the high priest of Israel. The 
rite of ordination of a bishop in the current Roman Rite, 
taken from the Apostolic Tradition, which dates from the 
beginning of the third century, gives the following prayer:

Father, you know all hearts. You have chosen your 
servant for the office of bishop. May he be a shepherd 
to your holy flock, and a high priest blameless in your 
sight, ministering to you night and day; may he always 
gain the blessing of your favor and offer the gifts of your 
holy Church. Through the Spirit who gives the grace 
of high priesthood grant him the power to forgive sins 
as you have commanded, to assign ministries as you 
have decreed, and to loose every bond by the authority 
which you gave to your apostles.7

5	  See Num 1:50–51: “Appoint the Levites over the tabernacle of 
the testimony, and over all its furnishings, and over all that belongs to 
it; they are to carry the tabernacle and all its furnishings, and they shall 
tend it, and shall encamp around the tabernacle. When the tabernacle 
is to set out, the Levites shall take it down; and when the tabernacle 
is to be pitched, the Levites shall set it up. And if any one else comes 
near, he shall be put to death.”

6	  See 1 Chr 23–26.
7	  Roman Pontifical, Ordination of Bishops 26, prayer of consecra-

tion (my italics). For the text of the Apostolic Tradition from which it 
was taken, see Hippolytus, On the Apostolic Tradition, trans. Alistair 
Stewart-Sykes (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 
61.

Lumen gentium 21 also uses the term “high priesthood” 
to refer to the ministry of bishops in the Church:

In the bishops, therefore, for whom priests are assis-
tants, Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Supreme High Priest, 
is present in the midst of those who believe. For sitting 
at the right hand of God the Father, He is not absent 
from the gathering of His high priests. . . . By Episcopal 
consecration the fullness of the sacrament of Orders is 
conferred, that fullness of power, namely, which both in 
the Church’s liturgical practice and in the language of 
the Fathers of the Church is called the high priesthood, 
the supreme power of the sacred ministry.

At the ordination of priests, the Church in the liturgy of 
the Latin rite makes reference to the sons of Aaron and 
their descendants who assisted the High Priest:

Lord, holy Father, . . . when you had appointed high 
priests to rule your people, you chose other men next 
to them in rank and dignity to be with them and to help 
them in their task. . . . you extended the spirit of Moses 
to seventy wise men. . . . You shared among the sons of 
Aaron the fullness of their father’s power.8

Similarly in the prayer for the ordination of deacons, the 
Church mentions the Levites:

Almighty God . . . , You make the Church, Christ’s body, 
grow to its full stature as a new and greater temple. You 
enrich it with every kind of grace and perfect it with 
a diversity of members to serve the whole body in a 
wonderful pattern of unity. You established a threefold 
ministry of worship and service, for the glory of your 
name. As ministers of your tabernacle you chose the 
sons of Levi and gave them your blessing as their ev-
erlasting inheritance.9

The Levites are the type of the ministry of deacons in 
the Church. The Levites are in service to the sanctuary and 
to the priests, who alone directly serve the Lord through 
offering sacrifice. Similarly, service to the bishop and the 
People of God is the characteristic mark of the order of 
the diaconate.

An early patristic document that brings out the typol-
ogy of the three grades of the Old Testament priesthood 
is the Letter of Clement of Rome to the Corinthians. This 
is perhaps the earliest preserved Christian work outside 
the New Testament, dated c. 96 AD. This work was so 
highly esteemed in the early Church that it was read in 
the liturgical assembly in some places, as if it were a part 
of the canon of Scripture.10 

The occasion for the Letter was a schism in the Church 
in Corinth. It seems that the authority of the ordained 

8	  Roman Pontifical, Ordination of Priests 22, prayer of consecration, 
quoted in CCC 1542.

9	  Roman Pontifical, Ordination of Deacons 21, prayer of consecra-
tion, quoted in CCC 1543.

10  See Eusebius, History of the Church, 3.16.
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bishops (episkopoi) and presbyters was being challenged 
by some claiming a more “charismatic” authority, based 
not on the sacrament of Orders and apostolic succession, 
but on charismatic gifts and a higher knowledge (gnosis). 
Perhaps the schism was the work of incipient Gnosticism, 
which was the first major heresy to trouble the Church.11

It is highly significant that the bishop of Rome inter-
vened to settle the conflict with a mixture of authority and 
theological persuasion, focusing on examples from the Old 
Testament. It may seem surprising that Clement bases his 
appeal to respect for the hierarchy of the Catholic Church 
so much on the examples of the Old Testament, for the 
nature of the hierarchy in the New Covenant has changed. 
It is no longer based on the priesthood of Aaron, but on that 
of Christ, which is sacramentally continued through the 
sacrament of Holy Orders. Nevertheless, the hierarchical 
principle is central to both the Old and the New Covenants! 
God is a God of order—he is the Logos—and everything 
He does is hierarchical and orderly.

Clement stresses that the most important element of con-
tinuity with Israel lies in the observance of this principle 
of hierarchy. As Israel was to obey God through Moses 
and the high priests, and offer an acceptable worship to 
God through the hands of the priests and Levites, so the 
faithful in the Church must now obey the successors to the 
Apostles—the bishops—and their presbyters and deacons.

The ecclesiastical hierarchy has been established by 
God for the sake of the beauty and order of the Church, 
as had been the case in Israel. God wills that worship be 
presented to Him by a fitting order of mediation, and not 
“carelessly or in disorder.” St. Clement shows how the 
hierarchy established in the Old Testament is the model 
of the hierarchy of the Church:

We ought to do, in order, everything that the Master 
has commanded us to perform at the appointed times. 
Now he commanded the offerings and services to be 
performed diligently, and not to be done carelessly or 
in disorder, but at designated times and seasons. Both 
where and by whom he wants them to be performed, 
he himself has determined by his supreme will, so that 
all things, being done devoutly according to his good 
pleasure, might be acceptable to his will. Those, there-
fore, who make their offerings at the appointed times 
are acceptable and blessed: for those who follow the 
instructions of the Master cannot go wrong. For to 
the high priest the proper services [liturgy] have been 
given, and to the priests the proper office has been 
assigned, and upon the Levites the proper ministries 
[diaconate] have been imposed. The layman is bound 
by the layman’s rules.12

11	 See Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.3.3.
12	  Clement of Rome, First Epistle to the Corinthians, ch. 40, in 

Michael W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English 
Translations, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 99.

The worship of Israel was offered in a way stipulated 
directly by God in the Mosaic law, such that particular of-
fices are assigned to four classes of men: the high priest, 
the priests, the Levites, and laymen (which comes from 
the Greek word for “people”: laos). True worship is given 
to God when each one observes the laws pertaining to 
them. Likewise in the New Covenant, these four classes 
remain: the bishop in each diocese takes the place of the 
high priest, and the priests of the New Covenant, referred 
to usually as “presbyters” in the early Church, take the 
place of those of the Old. The deacons take the place of 
the Levites, and the laity are those who have not received 
any of the grades of Holy Orders. 

Using the Old Testament in this way as a means for 
understanding the hierarchy of the Church is a remarkable 
acknowledgement of the intimate ties between the two 
Testaments, showing how Christianity is indeed rooted 
in Judaism, and is its flower and fruit.

Benedict speaks about this passage in his Wednesday 
Audience of March 7, 2007:

In this way, referring to the liturgy of ancient Israel, 
Clement revealed his ideal Church. She was assembled 
by “the one Spirit of grace poured out upon us” which 
breathes on the various members of the Body of Christ, 
where all, united without any divisions, are “members 
of one another” (46, 6-7). The clear distinction between 
the “lay person” and the hierarchy in no way signifies 
opposition, but only this organic connection of a body, 
an organism with its different functions. The Church, 
in fact, is not a place of confusion and anarchy where 
one can do what one likes all the time: each one in 
this organism, with an articulated structure, exercises 
his ministry in accordance with the vocation he has 
received. 

In the following decade (107 AD), St. Ignatius of Antioch 
also clearly teaches the three grades of the sacrament of 
Holy Orders. In his Letter to the Trallians, he writes:

For when you are subject to the bishop as to Jesus 
Christ, it is evident to me that you are living not in ac-
cordance with human standards but in accordance with 
Jesus Christ, who died for us in order that by believing 
in his death you might escape death. It is essential, 
therefore, that you continue your current practice and 
do nothing without the bishop, but be subject also to the 
council of presbyters as to the apostles of Jesus Christ, 
our hope, in whom we shall be found, if we so live. 
Furthermore, it is necessary that those who are deacons 
of the mysteries of Jesus Christ please everyone in every 
respect. For they are not merely deacons of food and 
drink but ministers of God’s church. Therefore they 
must avoid criticism as though it were fire.

Similarly, let everyone respect the deacons as Jesus 
Christ, just as they should respect the bishop, who is a 
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model of the Father, and the presbyters as God’s council 
and as the band of the apostles. Without these no group 
can be called a church.13

Rebellion against the Authority of the Old  
Testament Priesthood

Clement of Rome addresses the evil of schism in the 
Church in Corinth by bringing out the typology concern-
ing the evil of schism in the Old Testament. He points 
to the rebellion against the authority of Aaron by Korah, 
Dathan and Abiram, which resulted in their being swal-
lowed up alive by the earth and in the fiery deaths of their 
250 followers. These three men challenged the authority 
of the Aaronic priesthood, saying to Moses: “You have 
gone too far! For all the congregation are holy, every one 
of them, and the Lord is among them; why then do you 
exalt yourselves above the assembly of the Lord?” (Num 
16:3). Korah was a Levite, and thus he was challenging 
the distinction of priests and Levites. The other rebels were 
from other tribes, and they were challenging the entire 
hierarchy. Moses responds to Korah in Numbers 16:8–11, 

“Hear now, you sons of Levi: is it too small a thing for 
you that the God of Israel has separated you from the 
congregation of Israel, to bring you near to himself, to 
do service in the tabernacle of the Lord, and to stand 
before the congregation to minister to them; and that he 
has brought you near him, and all your brethren the sons 
of Levi with you? And would you seek the priesthood 
also? Therefore it is against the Lord that you and all 
your company have gathered together; what is Aaron 
that you murmur against him?” 

God Himself responded to the rebellion in a very dra-
matic way to manifest the fact that the sacred priesthood 
with its three grades comes from God and not from man:

And the Lord said to Moses, “Say to the congregation, 
Get away from about the dwelling of Korah, Dathan, 
and Abiram.” Then Moses rose and went to Dathan and 
Abiram; and the elders of Israel followed him. And he 
said to the congregation, “Depart, I pray you, from the 
tents of these wicked men, and touch nothing of theirs, 
lest you be swept away with all their sins.” So they got 
away from about the dwelling of Korah, Dathan, and 
Abiram; and Dathan and Abiram came out and stood at 
the door of their tents, together with their wives, their 
sons, and their little ones. And Moses said, “Hereby 
you shall know that the Lord has sent me to do all these 
works, and that it has not been of my own accord. If 
these men die the common death of all men, or if they 
are visited by the fate of all men, then the Lord has not 
sent me. But if the Lord creates something new, and the 
ground opens its mouth, and swallows them up, with all 
that belongs to them, and they go down alive into Sheol, 

13	 St. Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Trallians 2–3, in Holmes, 
The Apostolic Fathers, 215-217.

then you shall know that these men have despised the 
Lord.” And as he finished speaking all these words, the 
ground under them split asunder; and the earth opened 
its mouth and swallowed them up, with their households 
and all the men that belonged to Korah and all their 
goods. So they and all that belonged to them went down 
alive into Sheol; and the earth closed over them, and 
they perished from the midst of the assembly. And all 
Israel that were round about them fled at their cry; for 
they said, “Lest the earth swallow us up!” 
And fire came forth from the Lord, and consumed the 
two hundred and fifty men offering the incense. . . . So 
Eleazar the priest took the bronze censers, which those 
who were burned had offered; and they were hammered 
out as a covering for the altar, to be a reminder to the 
people of Israel, so that no one who is not a priest, 
who is not of the descendants of Aaron, should draw 
near to burn incense before the Lord, lest he become as 
Korah and as his company -- as the Lord said to Eleazar 
through Moses.14 

After the rebellion of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, God 
reinforced the priestly authority of Aaron and his family to 
serve as priests in Israel by the miracle of the rod of Aaron:

The Lord said to Moses, “Speak to the people of Israel, 
and get from them rods, one for each fathers’ house, 
from all their leaders according to their fathers’ houses, 
twelve rods. Write each man’s name upon his rod, and 
write Aaron’s name upon the rod of Levi. For there shall 
be one rod for the head of each fathers’ house. Then 
you shall deposit them in the tent of meeting before the 
testimony, where I meet with you. And the rod of the 
man whom I choose shall sprout; thus I will make to 
cease from me the murmurings of the people of Israel, 
which they murmur against you.” Moses spoke to the 
people of Israel; and all their leaders gave him rods, 
one for each leader, according to their fathers’ houses, 
twelve rods; and the rod of Aaron was among their rods. 
And Moses deposited the rods before the Lord in the 
tent of the testimony. And on the morrow Moses went 
into the tent of the testimony; and behold, the rod of 
Aaron for the house of Levi had sprouted and put forth 
buds, and produced blossoms, and it bore ripe almonds. 
Then Moses brought out all the rods from before the 
Lord to all the people of Israel; and they looked, and 
each man took his rod. And the Lord said to Moses, 
“Put back the rod of Aaron before the testimony, to be 
kept as a sign for the rebels, that you may make an end 
of their murmurings against me, lest they die.” Thus 
did Moses; as the Lord commanded him, so he did. 
And the people of Israel said to Moses, “Behold, we 
perish, we are undone, we are all undone. Every one 
who comes near, who comes near to the tabernacle of 

14  Num 16:23–40.
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the Lord, shall die. Are we all to perish?”15 

The Priesthood of Christ
All priesthood that existed under the natural law in the 

time of the patriarchs, and under the Law of Moses in the 
priesthood of Aaron, is totally fulfilled in the priesthood 
of Christ, the one perfect mediator between God and man.

But how can Christ be the high priest of the New Cov-
enant if He was not of the line of Aaron, and in fact never 
made any cultic offering until the night of the Last Supper? 
The Letter to the Hebrews (7:14) poses this objection: “For 
it is evident that our Lord was descended from Judah, and 
in connection with that tribe Moses said nothing about 
priests.” The response is simple. The Messiah’s priesthood 
is distinct from that of Aaron and his sons, because the 
entire Aaronic priesthood was but a figure of an infinitely 
perfect mediator between God and man.

This distinction is expressed by an enigmatic line from 
Psalm 110. This messianic psalm begins with a refer-
ence to the divinity of the Messiah and the exaltation of 
His humanity in the Ascension: “The Lord says to my 
lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, till I make your enemies your 
footstool.’” Then in verse 4, the Messiah is spoken of as 
priest according to the order of Melchizedek: “The Lord 
has sworn and will not change his mind, ‘You are a priest 
forever after the order of Melchizedek.’” The Letter to the 
Hebrews explains that the prophecy speaks of the Messiah 
as eternal high priest, in a new and different way from that 
of Aaron. 16

Since the essence of the priest is to serve as a mediator 
between God and man by offering sacrifice to God and 
winning favors from God for men, it follows that the 
perfect priest will be the perfect mediator. And the perfect 
mediator between God and man can be none other than 
God made man, who offers Himself as the consummate 
victim for all the sins of the world, and so merits from God 
all the graces and gifts to be given to men.

St. Paul, in 1 Tim 2:5-6, speaks of Christ in this way: 
“For there is one God, and there is one mediator between 
God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself 
as a ransom for all, the testimony to which was borne at 
the proper time.” Christ is high priest precisely in His hu-
manity. In His divinity He is not the mediator, but the one 
with whom mediation needs to be made. In His humanity, 
however, He is the perfect Mediator, because His human 
nature is joined to God through the hypostatic union, and 
is joined to us through sharing and recapitulating our same 
nature, which makes Him one with all men, with all human 
suffering, and with all sinners in order to make propitiation 
for sin. Christ in his humanity is thus perfectly situated to 
mediate between God and mankind.

15  See Heb 5:5–10.
16  See Heb 5:5–10.

Christ’s Ascending Mediation: the Sacrifice of 
Calvary and the Eucharist

In virtue of the hypostatic union, by which Christ is at 
once true and perfect man and true and perfect God, He 
was able to offer a sacrifice that was not only a symbol 
and figure of the homage and propitiation due to God 
(like all the sacrificial offerings made under the Law) but 
a true homage and propitiation of infinite value. Christ’s 
suffering and death on Calvary constitutes the one true 
sacrifice symbolized by all the bloody animal sacrifices 
of the Old Law. 

Its value comes, first of all, from the fact that the victim 
has the infinite dignity of God Himself. It is the holocaust 
of God the Son, the divine Wisdom who has come to 
earth to converse with men17 and offer Himself for them. 
Secondly, it has infinite value because that Victim offers 
Himself with an infinite charity. It is not mere suffering or 
death that is offered, but suffering through the charity of 
God made man. Christ suffered voluntarily out of absolute 
love for His Father, offended by the sins of the world, and 
by love for all mankind, in order to reconcile them to God 
by offering satisfaction for every sin. Every man can say 
what was said by St. Paul in Galatians 2:20: the Son of 
God “loved me, and gave Himself for me.” 

Furthermore, since the Victim offers Himself, the Victim 
is also the Priest making the offering. Victim and Priest 
are one. Thus the Sacrifice of Calvary has an infinite value 
because the Priest also is God and has a divine dignity, and 
is animated by an infinite charity in making the offering. 

Finally, Christ offered Himself in union with all human 
suffering, redeeming it, and giving to all human suffering a 
redemptive sacrificial value, if offered in communion with 
the suffering of Christ. “For,” as we read in Hebrews 4:15, 
“we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize 
with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has 
been tempted as we are, yet without sin.”

The Letter to the Hebrews points out the superiority of 
the priesthood of Christ over that of Aaron: “We have a 
great high priest who has passed through the heavens” 
(4:14), “one who is seated at the right hand of the throne 
of majesty in heaven” (8:1). This theme is then further 
developed in Hebrews 9:11-15, 24: 

But when Christ appeared as a high priest . . . he entered 
once for all into the Holy Place, taking not the blood 
of goats and calves but his own blood, thus securing 
an eternal redemption. For if the sprinkling of defiled 
persons with the blood of goats and bulls and with the 
ashes of a heifer sanctifies for the purification of the 
flesh, how much more shall the blood of Christ, who 

17  See Bar 3:36-37, which says that God “found the whole way to 
knowledge, and gave her to Jacob his servant and to Israel whom he 
loved. Afterward she [the divine wisdom] appeared upon earth and 
lived among men.”



7

AHC Lecture Series 10: Sacraments: From the Old Covenant to the New –– Lecture 11: The Sacrament of Holy Orders

through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blem-
ish to God, purify your conscience from dead works to 
serve the living God. Therefore he is the mediator of a 
new covenant, so that those who are called may receive 
the promised eternal inheritance. . . . For Christ has 
entered, not into a sanctuary made with hands, a copy 
of the true one, but into heaven itself, now to appear in 
the presence of God on our behalf.

Christ’s Descending Mediation: Grace and Glory
In virtue of this ascending mediation of sacrifice, the 

Messiah is able to offer a descending mediation by which 
favor is bestowed from God to mankind. Here too Christ’s 
mediation is perfect. Christ merited first of all the power to 
forgive all sins, and so reconcile man with God. Of course, 
Christ as God had the power to forgive sins independently 
of the Passion. However, through the sacrifice of Calvary, 
Christ merited the forgiveness of sins in strict justice, by 
giving to God—as new Head of the human race—some-
thing more pleasing than all sin is displeasing. Thus it is 
fitting that Christ’s words to the Apostles on Easter Sunday 
are connected with the power to forgive sins (Jn 20:22-23): 
“Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, 
they are forgiven.”

Secondly, Christ’s sacrifice has merited all the gifts of 
grace and glory by which man is reunited to God, sancti-
fied, and brought to the eternal joy of heaven. The sacrifice 
of Calvary merited for mankind all the graces bestowed on 
mankind after the Fall of Adam and Eve. All of the graces 
given to the patriarchs, such as Abel, Noah, and Abraham, 
were given in virtue of the merits of Calvary, foreseen by 
God in His eternal present. Although the Messiah was 
not yet born, the graces won by His future sacrifice were 
already active in the world. It was through the grace won 
by Christ on Calvary that Abraham was called out of Ur 
and came into the Holy Land and into a covenant with God. 
It was through the merits of Christ that Moses was given 
the grace to receive the Law and bring Israel out of the 
house of bondage. It was through the grace won by Christ 
that the prophets received the graces given to them, and 
faithful souls of Israel lived and died in the grace of God. 
The graces won on Calvary could be applied to all men 
from the beginning of the world because the sacrifice was 
present to God’s omniscience from all eternity, as St. Peter 
states in 1 Peter 1:18-20: “You were ransomed . . . with 
the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without 
blemish or spot. He was destined before the foundation of 
the world but was made manifest at the end of the times 
for your sake.”18

In order to communicate sanctifying grace and an abun-
dance of actual graces to His Church through the merits 
of His Passion, Christ instituted the seven sacraments of 

18  See Rev 13:8 in the Douay-Rheims translation: “the Lamb, which 
was slain from the beginning of the world.”

the Church to be the ordinary channels in the outpouring 
of grace, by which His descending priestly mediation is 
ordinarily realized. 

The Continuation of Christ’s Priesthood in the 
Church

Christ remains the one high priest throughout the Mes-
sianic era, which is the time of the Church, which will last 
until the Second Coming. Nevertheless, He willed to give 
a participation in His priestly mediation to His Church 
through the sacrament of Holy Orders. The ordained priest 
in the Catholic Church does not substitute for Christ, or 
succeed Him, or replace Him. Rather, he serves as a sac-
ramental “continuation” of Christ, by which Christ’s voice 
and hands may touch mankind throughout all ages and all 
places. The Catholic priest is ordained to act “in the person 
of Christ,” in persona Christi, so that Christ may carry out 
His ascending and descending priestly mediation through 
the hands and lips of those who receive Holy Orders.

This ascending priestly mediation culminates in the of-
fering of the sacrifice of the Holy Mass, by which the very 
sacrifice of Calvary is made present on our altars until the 
end of time. The descending priestly mediation centers on 
the celebration of the seven sacraments of the Church, by 
which Christ’s bride is sanctified and nourished in sanc-
tity, that Christ “might present the Church to himself in 
splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that 
she might be holy and without blemish” (Eph 5:27). The 
priesthood in the Catholic Church remains the priesthood 
of the Messiah, whose power and efficacy is communicated 
to unworthy men. 

Since we have seen that the priesthood and the offering 
of sacrifice was such a fundamental element of Biblical 
Israel, it is fitting that the New Covenant not be without 
sacrifice and priesthood, but have a far more glorious one, 
more glorious not because of the human merit of those who 
receive it, but because of the glory of the priesthood of 
Jesus the Messiah, the one perfect mediator between God 
and man, the immolated Lamb of God who has penetrated 
the heavens and sits at the right hand of the throne of grace.

Holy Orders Bestows Participation in 
Christ’s Priesthood

Let us now look at how the priest acts in the person 
of Christ, the Head and Bridegroom of the Church, and 
also at the question of why the priesthood requires male 
gender. The key is that the priesthood in the Catholic 
Church remains the priesthood of Christ, whose power 
and efficacy is communicated to unworthy men through 
the sacrament of Holy Orders. The priest is ordained to 
be a kind of Jacob’s ladder, through which the perfect of-
fering of Christ ascends in the offering of Holy Mass, and 
heavenly sacramental blessings descend. 
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The Priest Acts in the Person of Christ
The sacrament of Holy Orders was instituted by Christ 

at the Last Supper when He said: “Do this in memory 
of me” (Lk 22:19). At that moment He entrusted certain 
men with the most sublime mission of doing what Christ 
did at the Last Supper: converting—through the words of 
consecration—bread and wine into the Body and Blood of 
Christ, and thus offering the Sacrifice of our Redemption.

Another power inherent in the sacrament of Holy Orders 
was conferred on the Apostles on Easter Sunday when He 
gave them the Holy Spirit to forgive sins: 

“As the Father has sent me, even so I send you.” And 
when he had said this, he breathed on them, and said 
to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the 
sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of 
any, they are retained.” (Jn 20:21–23)

At ordination, the bishop, priest, and deacon receive 
the character of Holy Orders, which is an indelible mark 
on the soul by which the recipient is given a distinct par-
ticipation in the sacred power of Christ’s priesthood. The 
character of the grade of priesthood enables the priest to 
act in the person of Christ in realizing transubstantiation 
and absolving from sin.

The Mystical Body of Christ Has a Hierarchical 
Structure through Holy Orders

Through the sacrament of Holy Orders, the Church 
receives a hierarchical structure by which some members 
of the Mystical Body are made participants in Christ’s 
headship. Without this sacrament, the Church would be a 
visible body with an invisible head. Through Holy Orders 
and the ordained priesthood, the Church is a Body that 
has an office of headship here on earth. This is extremely 
fitting, for without a supernatural principle of headship, 
the Church as a living body would not be able to live, act, 
or direct itself in a united and supernatural way! Further-
more, the ordained priesthood makes Christ present in His 
Church as the good Pastor in a visible and sacramental 
way, continuing His pastoral office through His ordained 
ministers. 

Why Is the Priesthood Reserved for Men?
The fact that priests in the New Covenant are ordained to 

act in the person of Christ and so continue His priesthood 
during the time of the Church, is the key to understand-
ing why Christ instituted a male priesthood. The Catholic 
priesthood is essentially ordered to the Eucharist, to the 
offering of the sacrifice of the Mass in the person of Christ, 
Head of the Church. The reason for the necessity of male 
gender in the sacrament of Holy Orders, willed by Christ, 
has to be understood in this context. 

It is a dogma of faith, solemnly defined in the Council 
of Trent, and manifest in the Gospel accounts, that the 

priesthood is a sacrament instituted by Jesus Christ Him-
self at the Last Supper. Hence the Church cannot change 
anything pertaining to its essence. Pope Pius XII confirms 
this in his Apostolic Constitution Sacramentum Ordinis of 
1947: “The Church has no power over the substance of the 
sacraments, that is to say, over what Christ the Lord, as the 
sources of Revelation bear witness, determined should be 
maintained in the sacramental sign.”19

Through the reception of the sacrament of priestly or-
dination, priests receive a spiritual power—referred to in 
theology as priestly “character”—to act in the person of 
Christ Himself, Head of the Church,20 so as to consecrate 
the Eucharist and offer the Sacrifice of the Mass, forgive 
sins, and govern the Mystical Body of Christ. Together 
with this spiritual power, they are also given an increase 
in sanctifying grace, and a title, as it were, to the whole 
series of actual graces necessary to adequately fulfill this 
task through the course of their priestly lives.21 These 
actual graces serve to foster and stimulate the exercise of 
heroic pastoral charity and prudence by which they are 
made to conform more and more closely to Christ, the 
Good Shepherd.

The sacramental sign, therefore, must reflect the spiritual 
grace given by the sacrament: to represent and act in the 
person of Christ, who is the Bridegroom and Head of the 
Church. The male gender of those who receive the sacra-
ment of Holy Orders is part of the sacramental sign, in the 
broad sense, which includes the essential matter and form 
of the sacrament, together with the necessary conditions 
for the minister and subject. All four of these elements are 
necessary for the validity of any sacrament, and all four 
come from the institution of the sacraments by Christ. 
The matter in the sacrament of orders is the laying on of 
hands by the bishop, and the essential form is the formula 
of words used in the rite of ordination that signifies the 
gift of each of the three distinct grades of Holy Orders. 
The minister is the bishop, and the subject is a baptized 
male. All four compose the complete sacramental sign 
that signifies transmission of the power to act in the per-
son of Christ, the head of the Church. The necessity of 
male gender in the subject for ordination is thus part of 
the sacramental sign, broadly understood, which allows 
for a sensible representation of the spiritual power that is 
conferred of acting in persona Christi Capitis.22

19  AAS 40 (1948), p. 5.
20  The Church expresses this in the phrase: in persona Christi Ca-

pitis. Cf. CCC 1548. Cf. Lumen gentium 28; Presbyterorum ordinis, 
2: “Through that sacrament priests by the anointing of the Holy Spirit 
are signed with a special character and so are able to act in the person 
of Christ the head.”

21  These actual graces (sacramental grace), however, also depend 
on the cooperation of the subject, and thus they can be lost through 
infidelity, or they can increase through fidelity and zeal. 

22  See the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Dec-
laration on the Question of Admission of Women to the Ministerial 
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As we have seen, there is an essential connection be-
tween the priesthood and sacrifice, as stated in Hebrews 
5:1: “For every high priest taken from among men is ap-
pointed on behalf of men in things pertaining to God, in 
order to offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins.” 

Now the high priest in the New Covenant, and in every 
sacrifice of the Mass, can only be Christ Himself. This 
is demonstrated in detail in the Letter to the Hebrews. 
Only Christ can be the high priest in the Mass, because 
the Mass makes present the sacrifice of Calvary in which 
Christ Himself was both priest and victim. He makes 
Himself the victim in the sacrifice of the Mass through 
the miracle of transubstantiation and He makes Himself 
the priest through another supernatural intervention. In the 
sacrament of Holy Orders, the ordained priest is given a 
special supernatural spiritual power to act in the person of 
Christ Himself. That is, the sacrament of Orders enables 
him to “lend to Christ his own voice and hands”23 so that 
Christ Himself may pronounce the words of consecration 
in the Eucharist and effect transubstantiation through the 
ordained priest. Likewise, Christ forgives sins through the 
words of absolution of the priest in the sacrament of pen-
ance. So that when we hear the words of consecration (or 
absolution), the faithful must think that it is Christ Himself 
in person who is speaking through His ordained minister, 
and bringing into effect that which has been spoken.

This power to act in the person of Christ is only given 
to those to whom Christ wishes to give it by means of the 
sacrament of Orders. The priest of the New Covenant is 
ordained therefore principally to offer the sacrifice of the 
New Covenant, the Holy Mass, in the person of Christ 
Himself.24

Priesthood Inter Insigniores, October 15, 1976, § 4: “Moreover, it must 
not be forgotten that the sacramental signs are not conventional ones. 
Not only is it true that, in many respects, they are natural signs because 
they respond to the deep symbolism of actions and things, but they are 
more than this: they are principally meant to link the person of every 
period to the supreme Event of the history of salvation, in order to enable 
that person to understand, through all the Bible’s wealth of pedagogy 
and symbolism, what grace they signify and produce. For example, 
the sacrament of the Eucharist is not only a fraternal meal, but at the 
same time a memorial which makes present and actual Christ’s sacrifice 
and his offering by the Church. Again the priestly ministry is not just 
a pastoral service; it ensures the continuity of the functions entrusted 
by Christ to the Apostles and the continuity of the powers related to 
those functions. Adaptations to civilizations and times therefore cannot 
abolish on essential points, the sacramental reference to constitutive 
events of Christianity and to Christ himself.”

23	  Cf. Mediator Dei, n. 69, which cites Saint John Chrysostom, In 
Joann. Hom., 86:4.

24  The priestly office contains a threefold munus: to sanctify, to 
teach and to govern. Thus the offering of the sacrifice of the Mass is 
not the only purpose for the ordained priesthood. However, since the 
sacrifice of the Mass is the source and culmination of the life and activ-
ity of the whole Church, so it is for the priesthood. This primacy of the 
celebration of the Mass can be seen in the rite of priestly ordination, 
admonition of the bishop to the candidates.

All the faithful are called to the imitation of Christ, 
up to the point of offering their whole lives to God the 
Father through Christ, through heroic obedience to the 
divine plan. However, not all Catholics are called to act 
in the person of Christ, the Head and Bridegroom of the 
Church. This is reserved to those who receive the sacra-
ment of Holy Orders.

The Mystical Body, like the human body, has many 
members, but only one head. That head is Christ. However, 
in Holy Orders, a certain capacity to act in the person of 
Christ, the Head and Bridegroom of the Church, is given 
to ordained priests who sacramentally represent Christ.

Baptism makes us members of Christ’s Bride, the 
Church, the mystical Body. Holy Orders imparts the sac-
ramental power—priestly character—to act in the person 
of and represent Christ, the Bridegroom of the Church.

For this reason, the sacramental sign in the priesthood 
requires that the priest be male, so as to symbolically rep-
resent Christ precisely in His role as Head and Bridegroom 
of His Church. For the matter of the sacrament is chosen 
to give that determined grace that it naturally represents.

Now some feminists object that the gender of Christ is 
purely accidental, and thus of no importance in symboli-
cally representing Him in the sacrament of Holy Orders. 
However, this is false. The most profound reason for the 
importance of Christ’s male gender is that He has come 
into the world to bring men into union with God, a union 
which has the sacred character of a mystical marriage. It 
is a mystical marriage in which all the faithful are to be 
betrothed to God Himself through Christ and in Christ. The 
faithful are to be the bride, and Christ is the bridegroom, 
the new head of the human family, the new Adam, the 
Mediator between man and God. Gender is not irrelevant 
when it comes to marriage.

The Bridegroom takes the initiative in instituting this 
mystical marriage. The Church is necessarily receptive in 
this regard: she receives the Bridegroom who has loved 
her first, and without whom we can do nothing.25 Christ 
is the active partner, the good shepherd of his flock, the 
vine to which we branches must be attached, the founder 
and wooer of His Church. That Christ is the bridegroom 
of the Church who loved us first, before we were made 
loveable, is beautifully portrayed by St. Paul in Eph 5:23-
32: “Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ loved the 
Church and handed himself over for her to sanctify her, 
cleansing her by the bath of water with the word, that he 
might present to himself the Church in splendor, without 
spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy 
and without blemish. . . . ‘For this reason a man shall leave 
(his) father and (his) mother and be joined to his wife, and 

25  See 1 John 4:10: “In this is charity: not as though we had loved 
God, but because he hath first loved us, and sent his Son to be propitia-
tion for our sins.” See also Jn 3:16; Eph 5:25-27.
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the two shall become one flesh.’ This is a great mystery, 
but I speak in reference to Christ and the Church.”

Christ left His Father in the Incarnation to become one 
flesh with His Church, His Bride. It follows from the 
spousal relationship between Christ and His Church that 
the priests called to act in the person of Christ must sym-
bolically represent Christ as Bridegroom. For this simple 
reason, they must be male, as Christ was.

The nuptials between Christ and the Church, to be fully 
consummated in the beatific vision in heaven, are antici-
pated, as it were, in the Holy Eucharist, which is both the 
sacrifice of our redemption and the wedding banquet of 
communion with the King of Kings, in which the New 
Covenant is ratified in the Blood of the Lamb, mystically 
poured out for us on the altar. Therefore, it is necessary 
that the priest, who acts in the person of Christ in bringing 
about this mystical marriage especially in the celebration 
of the Eucharist, be capable of sacramentally representing 
Christ precisely in His role as Bridegroom of the Church.

This doctrine was beautifully explained in an important 
document of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
from 1976, Declaration on the Question of Admission of 
Women to the Ministerial Priesthood Inter Insigniores 5: 

For the salvation offered by God to men and women . 
. . took on, from the Old Testament Prophets onwards, 
the privileged form of a nuptial mystery: for God the 
Chosen People is seen as his ardently loved spouse. . . . 
When the “fullness of time” (Gal 4:4) comes, the Word, 
the Son of God, takes on flesh in order to establish and 
seal the new and eternal Covenant in his blood, which 
will be shed for many so that sins may be forgiven. . 
. . From his pierced side will be born the Church, as 
Eve was born from Adam’s side. At that time there is 
fully and eternally accomplished the nuptial mystery 
proclaimed . . . in the Old Testament: Christ is the 
Bridegroom; the Church is his bride, whom he loves 
because he has gained her by his blood and made her 
glorious, holy and without blemish, and henceforth he 
is inseparable from her. . . .
That is why we can never ignore the fact that Christ 
is a man. And therefore, unless one is to disregard 
the importance of this symbolism for the economy of 
Revelation, it must be admitted that, in actions which 
demand the character of ordination and in which Christ 
himself, the author of the Covenant, the Bridegroom 
and Head of the Church, is represented, exercising his 
ministry of salvation which is in the highest degree 
the case of the Eucharist—his role (this is the original 
sense of the word “persona”) must be taken by a man. 
This does not stem from any personal superiority of the 
latter in the order of values, but only from a difference 
of fact on the level of functions and service.

Let us repeat: the necessity that the priest be male has 
nothing to do with “any personal superiority of the latter 
in the order of values,” but derives from the fact that Holy 
Orders is a sacrament, or efficacious sacred sign, a sign 
chosen by Christ to represent Himself as the bridegroom 
and head of the Church.

How do we know that Christ instituted a male priest-
hood? From the Tradition of the Church. The twelve 
Apostles ordained at the Last Supper were all men. A 
woman who was infinitely more “qualified” was passed 
over: Mary the Mother of God and the Queen of heaven 
and earth. Likewise, Mary Magdalen, who exceeded the 
Apostles in faith and love, and who merited to see the 
risen Christ before the Apostles, was passed over. And 
then the Apostles in their turn only ordained men to be 
their successors, as did their successors up until our own 
time. The entire practice of the Church for two millen-
nia confirmed this Tradition. It is impossible that such a 
unanimous practice of the Church for two millennia not 
stem from Apostolic Tradition.

Infallible Status of this Teaching:  
Ordinatio sacerdotalis

Eighteen years after the document Inter Insigniores, 
the Church had to return to the subject of the demand for 
women priests to determine the question in a “definitive” 
way because of increased agitation among proponents of 
women priests. 

The Apostolic Letter of 1994, Ordinatio sacerdotalis, of 
John Paul II, has definitively and infallibly confirmed the 
constant universal Tradition of the Church according to 
which the Church acknowledges that she has not received 
the authority from Jesus Christ to ordain women priests, 
because the male priesthood of the New Covenant is of 
divine institution. The purpose of this very brief docu-
ment was not to explain the reasons Christ instituted a 
male priesthood, reasons already cogently expressed in 
the document, Inter insigniores. The purpose was rather 
to remove all doubt concerning the irrevocable nature of 
this teaching, already infallibly taught by the constant 
Tradition and practice of twenty centuries in the universal 
Church, both East and West. The Pope writes:

Although the teaching that priestly ordination is to be 
reserved to men alone has been preserved by the con-
stant and universal Tradition of the Church and firmly 
taught by the Magisterium in its more recent documents, 
at the present time in some places it is nonetheless 
considered still open to debate, or the Church’s judg-
ment that women are not to be admitted to ordination 
is considered to have a merely disciplinary force. 
Wherefore, in order that all doubt may be removed 
regarding a matter of great importance, a matter which 
pertains to the Church’s divine constitution itself, in 
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virtue of my ministry of confirming the brethren (cf. 
Lk 22:32) I declare that the Church has no authority 
whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women and 
that this judgment is to be definitively held by all the 
Church’s faithful.

In this paragraph, the Pope has expressed himself very 
precisely so as to render it very clear that this pronounce-
ment is definitive and therefore infallible. The First and 
Second Vatican Councils have determined the conditions 
necessary for a papal teaching to be infallible. The Pope 
must speak (1) as universal Pastor exercising his apostolic 
charge over the universal Church, (2) with the intention 
of determining a question in a definitive manner, (3) in a 
matter concerning faith or morals. The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, no. 891, summarizes: “The Roman Pon-
tiff, head of the college of bishops, enjoys this infallibility 
in virtue of his office, when, as supreme pastor and teacher 
of all the faithful - who confirms his brethren in the faith 
he proclaims by a definitive act a doctrine pertaining to 
faith or morals.” These conditions for infallible teaching 
were themselves infallibly defined by Vatican I, Pastor 
Aeternus, and repeated in Vatican II by Lumen gentium 25.

All of these requirements are clearly realized in the 
text of Ordinatio sacerdotalis. First, the Pope speaks as 
supreme pastor for he says that he speaks “in virtue of 
my ministry of confirming the brethren (cf. Lk 22:32)”. 
Secondly, he intends to make a definitive act, for he says: 
“this judgment is to be definitively held by all the Church’s 
faithful.” Finally, he is teaching on a question pertaining to 
faith and morals, for he says that it is “a matter which per-
tains to the Church’s divine constitution itself.” Therefore, 
it is obvious to anyone who is familiar with the doctrine 
of infallibility as contained in the CCC 891 or Lumen 
gentium 25 that this teaching was clearly intended to be, 
and is, infallible and irreformable. Therefore, it can never 
be changed by any future Pope or Council and will stand 
to the end of time, according to the promise of the Lord to 
His Church that the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.

It should be clarified that the Church can teach a doc-
trine infallibly without solemnly proclaiming it to be a 
revealed dogma. In this case, it is infallibly taught to be 
(at least) necessarily connected to revealed truth, and 
hence included in the deposit of faith. In other words, the 
Church can teach a doctrine infallibly in two ways. (a) It 
can teach that a doctrine is infallibly true because it has 
been directly revealed by God; or (b) it can teach that a 
doctrine is infallibly true insofar as it is at least neces-
sarily connected with revealed doctrine. The teaching of 
Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, as articulated by the Pope, falls 
into this second category, for the Pope does not explicitly 
say that this doctrine has been directly revealed by God. 
(I personally think that this doctrine has been revealed by 

God through the apostolic Tradition, and the Church may 
declare it as such in the future.26)

When the Magisterium of the Church teaches something 
to be a dogma of faith, revealed by God, we must accept it 
with divine faith, and the obstinate rejection of such a doc-
trine constitutes the grave sin of heresy. When a doctrine is 
definitively taught without being proclaimed as a revealed 
dogma, we must firmly hold the doctrine with ecclesiasti-
cal faith (faith that the Church is infallibly guided by the 
Holy Spirit in all that is necessary to preserve the deposit 
of faith). To reject such a doctrine is a grave sin against 
the faith, although it is not formally defined to be heresy, 
and it merits a special penalty in canon law. In either case, 
the assent of the faithful must be equally firm and irrevo-
cable. Obstinate dissent against such doctrines is a grave 
sin against the faith, which necessarily results in the loss 
of the gift of faith itself, and loss of full communion with 
the Church. It follows that those who continue to dissent 
from this doctrine either are in ignorance that the doctrine 
is infallible, or else they have lost or are in danger of losing 
the gift of divine faith.

This matter was clarified by the Magisterium in two 
recent documents of the Congregation for the Doctrine 
of the Faith. In a response to a question regarding Or-
dinatio sacerdotalis (October 28, 1995), it was declared 
the doctrine of this Apostolic Letter, according to which 
the Church has no power to confer priestly ordination 
to women… should be considered as “belonging to the 
deposit of faith.” Evidently, if a teaching belongs to the 
deposit of faith, it can never be changed.

The document goes on to affirm: 
This teaching requires definitive assent, since, founded 
on the written Word of God, and from the beginning 
constantly preserved and applied in the Tradition of the 
Church, it has been set forth infallibly by the ordinary 
and universal Magisterium (cf. Second Vatican Council, 
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium 
25, 2). Thus, in the present circumstances, the Roman 
Pontiff, exercising his proper office of confirming the 
brethren (cf. Lk 22:32), has handed on this same teach-
ing by a formal declaration, explicitly stating what is to 
be held always, everywhere, and by all, as belonging 
to the deposit of the faith.

This response was specifically approved by the Pope: 
“The Sovereign Pontiff John Paul II, at the Audience 
granted to the undersigned Cardinal Prefect, approved 
this Reply.”

26  See Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Doctrinal Com-
mentary on the Concluding Formula of the Professio Fidei Ad tuendam 
fidem,” June 29, 1998, n. 11, which expressly speaks of this possibility: 
“This does not foreclose the possibility that, in the future, the conscious-
ness of the Church might progress to the point where this teaching could 
be defined as a doctrine to be believed as divinely revealed.”
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The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith returned 
again to this subject in an important document of 1998 
entitled Ad tuendam fidem, to which was added a Doctrinal 
Commentary, signed by the then Cardinal Ratzinger, which 
confirmed the infallible and irrevocable status of Ordinatio 
Sacerdotalis. Evidently, there is absolutely no possibil-
ity for Catholics to dissent from infallible doctrines. As 
you know, unfortunately, this infallible doctrine has been 
challenged by many. Unfortunately, it seems that most 
Catholics do not yet realize that this question has been 
defined in an irrevocable and infallible way.27

No One Can Claim a Right to the Priesthood
Catholic doctrine does not recognize Ordination as a 

“right” but rather as a vocation given gratuitously by God 
for the building up of Christ’s Mystical Body. This is not 
a matter in which we are to press for equal rights, for we 
simply have no rights with respect to the gratuitous and 
supernatural gifts of God. Who can say that he or she 
has the right to forgive sins in the name of God, to work 
the stupendous miracle of transubstantiation, to offer the 
holy sacrifice of our Redemption for the living and for the 
dead? In every celebration of the Eucharist, the words of 
consecration by the priest, uttered in persona Christi, effect 
a miracle more stupendous than any other miracle worked 
by our Lord during His earthly ministry. The miracle of 
transubstantiation dwarfs the fabulous conversion of wa-
ter into wine at Cana, or the multiplication of the loaves, 
or even the raising of Lazarus, for in transubstantiation, 
bread and wine is transformed into Jesus Christ—body, 
blood, soul and divinity—the divine and human Victim 
for the expiation of all the sins of the world. Likewise, no 
visible miracle worked by Jesus is as stupendous as the 
forgiveness of sins, for spiritual healing is immeasurably 
more sublime than physical healing. No visible miracles 
can compare with what the priest is ordained to realize 
every day of his ministry. So it is obvious that no one can 
claim a right to act in the person of Christ and exercise 
omnipotence in its most awesome manifestations!

Only one human being has the right to the priesthood: 
Jesus Christ our King and eternal high priest. He has the 
right to the priesthood by virtue of the hypostatic union, 
being both God and man, and by His offering the perfect 
sacrifice for the redemption of all sins on Calvary. 

Even in the Old Testament, the priesthood was strictly 
reserved for those whom God chose: Aaron and his descen-
dents alone, regardless of personal sanctity or other human 
qualities. St. Paul, in the Letter to the Hebrews, 4:4, says: 

Neither doth any man take the honor to himself, but 

27  A 1997 Roper survey showed that a majority dissents from Church 
teaching that only men may be ordained, with 42 percent saying that 
they “strongly disagree”, and another 16 percent that they “mildly dis-
agree”. Only 20 percent of those polled strongly agreed with the Church. 
See Adoremus Bulletin, Online Edition - Vol. III, No. 1: March 1997.

he that is called by God, as Aaron was. So also Christ 
did not exalt himself to be made a high priest, but was 
appointed by him who said to him, “Thou art my Son, 
today I have begotten thee”; as he says also in another 
place, “Thou art a priest for ever, after the order of 
Melchizedek.

Priests must be called by God, just as Aaron was. Vo-
cation to the priesthood is a call by Christ, but which is 
mediated by the Church. The bishop has the sacred duty 
of discerning the vocation of those who think themselves 
called.

Marian and Petrine Dimensions of the 
Church

Some people might think that impossibility that women 
be ordained priests diminishes the role of women in the 
Church. This would be a grave error. Whereas Christ be-
came man in the male gender in order to be the bridegroom 
of the Church, the Church herself is always spoken of in 
the feminine gender, to symbolize the receptive nature 
of the Church with respect to God. The Church herself 
has been constituted as the Bride of Christ, and all of 
the faithful share in this dignity of being members of the 
Bride of Christ. 

Furthermore, of all the members of the Body of Christ, 
the holiest member is the Woman par excellence, the 
“woman” referred to as such by Jesus, His Mother. Just as 
Jesus is the “son of man,” the man for all men, so Mary is 
“the woman,” spoken of already at the dawn of history in 
Gen 3:15, and again at the end of the Bible in Rev 12:1.

The Church is at the same time essentially Marian and 
essentially Petrine. In other words, the Church is marked 
by the fact that Mary is the mother of the Church and the 
quintessential model of her holiness. Mary is the model 
for every member of the Church and for every state of life. 
She is the perfect response to the Word of God.

At the same time, the Church is Petrine in that it is built 
on the Peter and the hierarchical structure given to her by 
the sacrament of Holy Orders. Although women cannot 
act in the Petrine role, they are called to the even more 
fundamental mission of participating in the Marian dimen-
sion of the Church, to which all the faithful are called. The 
Petrine function stands in service of the Marian dimension. 
The ordained priests enable the entire Church, the Bride 
of Christ, to be sanctified in grace and truth.

The Dignity of the Priesthood: The  
Catechism of the Curé of Ars

One of the greatest descriptions of the dignity of the 
priesthood, minister of mercy, is found in the Little Cat-
echism of the Curé of Ars, in which he explains the priest-
hood to children. He speaks of the priesthood as someone 
truly awake to the awesome dignity and responsibility and 
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grace that it confers. His words encapsulate everything that 
that can be said about the dignity of the priesthood. He 
starts by telling them that understanding the dignity of the 
priesthood is not just for priests, for the priest is ordained 
not for himself, but for the faithful: 

My children, we have come to the Sacrament of Orders. 
It is a Sacrament which seems to relate to no one among 
you, and which yet relates to everyone. This Sacrament 
raises man up to God. What is a priest! A man who holds 
the place of God—a man who is invested with all the 
powers of God. . . . When the priest remits sins, he does 
not say, “God pardons you”; he says, “I absolve you. ” 
At the Consecration, he does not say, “This is the Body 
of Our Lord;” he says, “This is My Body.” . . .  
Go to confession to the Blessed Virgin, or to an angel; 
will they absolve you? No. Will they give you the Body 
and Blood of Our Lord? No. The Holy Virgin cannot 
make her Divine Son descend into the Host. You might 
have two hundred angels there, but they could not ab-
solve you. A priest, however simple he may be, can do 
it; he can say to you, “Go in peace; I pardon you.” Oh, 
how great is a priest! The priest will not understand 
the greatness of his office till he is in Heaven. If he 
understood it on earth, he would die, not of fear, but 
of love. The other benefits of God would be of no avail 
to us without the priest. What would be the use of a 
house full of gold, if you had nobody to open you the 
door! The priest has the key of the heavenly treasures; 
it is he who opens the door; he is the steward of the 
good God, the distributor of His wealth. Without the 
priest, the Death and Passion of Our Lord would be of 
no avail. . . . 
. . . Leave a parish twenty years without priests; they 
will worship beasts. . . . When people wish to destroy 
religion, they begin by attacking the priest, because 
where there is no longer any priest there is no sacrifice, 
and where there is no longer any sacrifice there is no 
religion. . . . 
. . . O God! O God! how Thou hast loved us! See the 
power of the priest; out of a piece of bread the word 
of a priest makes a God. It is more than creating the 
world. . . . 
. . . When you see a priest, you should say, “There is 
he who made me a child of God, and opened Heaven 
to me by holy Baptism; he who purified me after I had 
sinned; who gives nourishment to my soul.” . . . 
. . . The priesthood is the love of the Heart of Je-
sus. When you see the priest, think of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ.28

28  St. John Vianney, The Little Catechism of The Cure of Ars (Rock-
ford, IL: TAN Publishers, 1987), 33–36 .

Since the priest is for the faithful, the doorkeeper of 
God’s treasures, the faithful must support our priests with 
love and much prayer. We must pray always for our priests, 
for holy priests, for our seminary, and for many holy vo-
cations. Let us especially do so in this Year of the Priest.


