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In the worship of ancient Israel, one of the primary roles of the High Priest was to offer prayers for the forgiveness of sins.  Once a year he would enter the Temple’s innermost sanctuary, the Holy of Holies (the only one permitted to enter) on the Day of Atonement (the only day of the year in which he would enter), offer incense, sprinkle sacrificial blood and offer prayers for the atonement of the people’s sins.  This constituted the climax of the Jewish religious year and was repeated year after year as part of an annual festival.  In addition to this ministry, the Levitical priests offered sacrifices daily for various needs and occasions, including the forgiveness of sins.

As Catholic people we too have a High Priest.  However, when we Catholics think of priests, we often think of flowing liturgical robes, pageantry and ceremony, sacrifice and ritual, perhaps even of leadership and authority.  We may even be distracted by such issues as married clergy or women’s ordination.  How often, however, in thinking of priesthood, do we think of complete conformity to our High Priest and His One Sacrifice?

Who is our High Priest?  Not the bishop, who is head of the local diocese, not the Holy Father, who is the unifying head of all the bishops and churches throughout the world.  Rather, it is Jesus Himself, the fullness of priesthood, whose Death on the Cross constituted the One Sacrifice for the atonement of sins.  The Letter to the Hebrews speaks of this point of faith; that there is no need for further sacrifices for sin, because Jesus’ One Sacrifice, in which all who follow are consecrated, has atoned for sins.  On the Cross, Jesus acted as High Priest and Sacrifice, atoned for sins, and ushered in the new era of redemption and salvation, renewing and redefining the entire concept to our relationship with God.


We are called to live as people of that redemption as we conform ourselves more and more to our High Priest and to His One Sacrifice.  However, in this Year for Priests, called by Pope Benedict XVI, we especially remember those who are called and consecrated to serve the People of God through an ordained ministry that is, at its core, an extension of the work of Christ.  In the Sacrament of Holy Orders, men are called, chosen and consecrated to serve as ministers of Christ’s sanctification; to be “as it were, an ‘icon’ of Christ the priest; to “act in the person of Christ the head, for the service of all the members of the Church” (CCC 1142); to celebrate and administer the sacraments.  We the People of God, the followers of Christ, are conformed and consecrated to our High Priest and His Sacrifice in and through our celebration of the Sacraments, each of which is connected to our High Priest and his One Sacrifice on the Cross.

Jesus asked his Apostles to continue the sacrifice of the Eucharist in memory of that One Sacrifice.  Jesus said, “do this in memory of me.”  However, this memorial is not simply a mental recollection.  Rather, the One Sacrifice is made present in the here and now, as Christ continues to act as High Priest, through the ministry of the ordained priest, offering that One Sacrifice “so that sins may be forgiven.”


In Baptism, we join Christ sacramentally in his Death and Resurrection, casting off the old fallen humanity and putting on the new humanity, redeemed by Christ’s Death on the Cross.  This is confirmed in the Sacrament of Confirmation.


The Sacrament of Reconciliation deals directly with the forgiveness of sins, in which we approach Christ, in and through the priest, to confess our sins and receive that forgiveness won for us on the Cross.  In the Sacrament of Anointing of the Sick, we join Christ in His suffering.  We are blessed and consecrated in our own suffering, and are prepared sacramentally to join Christ in the experience of death.


Last, but not least, the Sacrament of Matrimony serves as a symbol of the covenant relationship between Christ and His Bride, the Church, which was born from the blood and water that flowed from the side of Christ, pierced as He hung upon the Cross.


Jesus is our High Priest, who offered Sacrifice once and for all in atonement for sins.  We are called to conform ourselves to our High Priest and to His One Sacrifice.  We do so in receiving and celebrating the Sacraments that Christ left the Church, whereby He continues His sanctifying work and we are more and more conformed and consecrated to the One Sacrifice of our High Priest.

