Intimate Union with Christ
Marriage in Sacred Scripture
Marriage is one of the great themes that runs throughout Sacred Scripture.
· Genesis 2:24: A man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and the two become one flesh.

· Original Sin: A rupture or a kind of divorce with God, creating a vertical rupture (with God) and a horizontal rupture (within ourselves, with another , and with creation).  

· God’s Bride: God chooses the Jewish people as His bride, His firstborn son, wooing this people to Himself via covenants (Abraham, Moses, David, etc.), to gather all the nations to Himself.

· Marital Imagery: Increasingly, the prophets used marital language to describe God’s relationship with Israel.  God is a faithful husband, whereas Israel is an unfaithful bride.  Idolatry is spiritual adultery.

· Christmas: The Bridegroom leaves the wedding chambers of heaven to win a bride for Himself – a beautiful Bride, which is the Church. In Christ, we have a “wedding” of the human and divine natures. 

· Epiphany: The wedding guests arrive with the Magi, the first representatives of the Gentiles, bringing wedding gifts.

· John the Baptist: The friend of the Bridegroom who announces Jesus, the Bridegroom, to His bride. 

· Wedding Feast at Cana: The Messiah-Bridegroom produces a superabundance of wine, a sign that the Messianic era has arrived (Amos 9:13).

· Calvary: The marriage vows wherein the Messiah-Bridegroom “vows” himself to His Bride, the Church.  “This is my Body, given up for you.  This is my Blood, poured out for you.”

· Holy Sacrifice of the Mass: Re-presents or makes present the love of Christ, the Bridegroom, under the appearance of bread and wine.  He vows Himself to us at the Mass, asking for our love in return.

· Book of Revelation: Describes heaven as a marriage where the New Jerusalem is prepared as a bride coming down out of heaven in what is called the “marriage of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:7). 

· God’s original plan of marriage in the Garden of Eden, the “one flesh” union of the original man and woman foreshadowed the Sacrament of Christ and His Church.  

· Sacramental marriage is a reflection of Christ and His Bride, the Church, participates in that nuptial union, and helps bring it about here on earth.  

· Ordained priests, their part, are configured to Christ as Shepherd and Bridegroom, sacrificially giving over the entirety of their persons (minds, hearts, bodies, etc.) for the building up of the intimate union of Christ and His Bride, the Church.  

· From cover to cover, Sacred Scripture is about God’s desire to “marry” us in Christ, to share His love and life with us in this life, as well as in the wedding feast of the Lamb or the eternal life that is to come.      

Christ’s First Proposal (Galilee Moment)
As priests, we have a “Galilee moment” when we were called by Christ like the Apostles (Groomsmen of the New Covenant).  In the synoptic gospels, Christ calls Peter and Andrew (brothers) and James and John (brothers).  
Introduction
· In John’s Gospel (1:42), Jesus looks at Peter and says to him, “You are Simon the son of John; you will be called Cephas” (which is translated “Peter”).


Definitive Call to Leave Everything
· Luke tells us that after a miraculous catch of fish, Peter, James, and John left everything and followed him (Lk 5:11). 
Galilee Moment
· Jesus’ initial call – the foundational, personal, and intimate experience of encountering Christ.  It is the moment when we feel truly “seen” by Jesus, loved by Him, and renewed in Him. 
Personal
· Joined a non-denominational Bible study, wherein they introduced Jesus Christ to me.  I wrestled with Him, as I was in my early 20’s and was not raised in a home of faith.  I was filled with uncertainty, fear (letting go of a life I had become accustomed to, letting go of control), and struggled to trust that our Lord was good, would love me, and had a plan for me (that was better than my own).

· I broke down driving in the car, crying out to God that I needed him.  Shortly thereafter, I went to confession and again broke down afterward, as I hadn’t been to confession since my first confession.  I cried almost the whole way home in my car.  

· Christ encountered me.  It was my Galilee moment.  Each of us has a Galilee moment – whether slow and little by little (like St. Peter’s continuous conversion) or powerful in a moment (like St. Paul’s falling to the ground on the way to Damascus).  

· Your Galilee is the “place of your first love” wherein you experienced Christ’s love in a powerful way.  It is the moment(s) when our Lord reveals the power of His love for you and moves you from a place of fear or complacency to an intimate (or deeper) union with Him.  




Engagement with Christ (Walking with Christ)
· After Jesus calls Peter, he begins to feel the weight of his human weakness and personal failings.  

· Peter’s weaknesses included:

· Impulsivity: He is rash, i.e., he speaks before he thinks.  He rebukes Jesus for predicting his death.  He violently cuts off the high priest’s servant’s ear.  

· Crisis of faith: Peter attempts to get out of the boat, to walk on the water toward Jesus, but begins to sink when he becomes distracted by the wind, takes his eyes off Jesus, and succumbs to fear.    

· The triple denial: Despite his boasts of loyalty and willingness to suffer for Jesus, Peter denied that he knew Jesus three times to a little servant girl.  He wept bitterly in regret.  

· Social Fear: He initially ate with Gentiles, but with the presence of the “circumcision party” of Jewish believers, he withdrew and segregated himself.  According to the Acts of Peter, he initially tried to flee Rome to avoid execution, but returned after a vision of Christ.  
Personal
· After my initial encounter with Christ, I became discouraged by my weaknesses as I began seeing myself in a new light.  In other words, I wanted to love Christ and be pleasing in His sight, but I felt discouraged by the reality of my weaknesses, human frailty, personal faults and sins.

· After our initial call by Christ, we wrestle with the reality of our fallen human condition.  

· And yet, Christ continues to be patient with Peter and his flaws – loving him not in spite of them, but mysteriously being attracted to them – so that He might transform them.  Peter’s weaknesses become the very means or the path by which Christ loves and renews Peter.  

· Oftentimes, our seminary experience shares a mysterious similarity to that of Peter.  We experience Christ again and again in the liturgy, personal prayer, our intellectual studies, our brothers and professors, and yet, we also feel the weight of our human flaws, personal faults and limitations, as well as our sins. 

· In short, our seminary experience is akin to the engagement period with Christ.  We strive to love our Lord more deeply, to be seen and loved by Him, while at the same time we feel our unworthiness, brokenness, personal limitations, and weaknesses.  
Priestly Ordination (Wedding Vows)
· In our Catholic wedding rite, a man and woman vow to love and honor each other, at their best moments and their worst, whether they are healthy or sick, until one of them draws his or her last breath.  

· Their sacramental union not only reflects Christ’s love for His Church, and the Church’s love for Christ, but also mediates that love to each other and those around them.  When lived well, their marital union glorifies God, points to the eternal wedding banquet of heaven, and expands their capacity to receive and share Christ’s love, i.e., to become saints.

· Our priestly ordination has a nuptial dimension in that we vow lifelong fidelity to Christ (Bridegroom) and the Church (Bride).  In the promises of our ordination, we publicly promise to sacrificially offer our lives (minds, hearts, bodies, sexuality, and our future) to Christ and His Church.  

· Christ’s initial call (wooing us – first place of love), which is deepened in seminary formation (engagement), becomes public and permanent in our priestly ordination (spiritual marriage).  Our vowed union with Christ that began in priestly ordination then unfolds in priestly ministry.  In other words, our priestly ministry incarnates our sacramental ordination, i.e., our spiritual union with Christ and His Church deepens via personal prayer, celebration of the sacraments, teaching, and serving those whom Jesus loves.  
Marriage Challenges (1 – 5 years)
· The first one to five years are widely considered a critical adjustment period.  Oftentimes, this is a revelation phase wherein the “euphoria” of early romance fades, exposing the deeper realities of a spouse’s habits and personalities.   In other words, the “masks” begin to come off – the “imagined person” fades in light of the “real person” that exists before you.

· Additionally, in the early years of marriage, there is a steep learning curve in merging lives (spouse’s daily routines, cleanliness levels, financial habits, idiosyncrasies, and habits), navigating conflict, and establishing new roles.  

· Furthermore, couples adjust in learning how to communicate effectively and address unspoken expectations (“this is what marriage should look like, and yet it is very different”).  

· Moreover, life transitions such as the birth of a child or children (extreme fatigue, little sleep, and added financial pressure), career shifts, or moving to a new house can cause spouses to feel more like “roommates” than spouses.  

· Finally, spouses may face identity challenges in “becoming one” as they try to balance their individual identities with their new role as spouses (and parents).  

· Research suggests that if spouses can successfully navigate these first five years, they have a 70% chance of lasting 20 years, as they learn to appreciate each other’s imperfections and adjust from dating to their new roles as spouses.    



Priestly Ministry Challenges (1 – 5 years)
· As with marriage, the first five years of priestly ministry are a critical, transitional period often marked by intense joy, immense responsibility, and significant unique challenges.
1. Workload, Burnout, Administration 
· Stretched Too Thin: Feelings of being overwhelmed or overworked from the sheer demands for which you have little prior training.    
· Administrative Burden: High demand for administrative and human resource tasks, which often take time away from direct ministry.
· Burnout and Fatigue: The combination of long hours, constant availability, and high expectations can lead to compassion fatigue, especially when balancing multiple, often unexpected, demands. 
2. Loneliness and Relationships

· Isolation in Living Arrangements: Living alone or with little daily interaction with other priests can lead to profound loneliness.
· Lack of Fraternal Support: A perceived lack of fellowship or mentorship from older priests and/or bishops in the diocese.
· Unrealistic Expectations: Laypeople can sometimes hold unrealistic, "superhuman" expectations of priests, failing to appreciate their human limitations or personal needs.
· Friendship Challenges: Difficulty fostering deep, authentic, and safe friendships with the laity, while maintaining the appropriate boundaries of your vocation. 
3. Pastoral and Cultural Challenges

· Difficult Personalities: Navigating complex, challenging personalities within your congregation and parishes.
· Managing Generational Gaps: Navigating the "generation gap" with both older parishioners and senior clergy, which at times can lead to strained relationships or conflicts over pastoral approaches.
· Criticism and Gossip: Feeling subject to intense scrutiny and criticism regarding your preaching, pastoral style, or administrative decisions. 
4. Personal and Spiritual Struggles

· Living the Vows: The vow of celibacy can lead to struggles with loneliness and temptation.
· Obedience and Autonomy: There can be a struggle with obedience, particularly regarding your assignment, as it may not be what you had imagined or hoped.
· Spiritual Staleness: High ministerial demands can make it difficult to maintain a personal prayer life, which can lead to a sense of spiritual desolation or burnout.  
· Identity Integration: There can be a challenge of integrating your priestly identity in Christ with your personal human, emotional, and intellectual life.
5. Transition from Seminary to Parish Life

· Lack of Practical Training: While seminary formation is necessary and good, it sometimes feels like it does not fully prepare you for the “emotional weight” of counseling grieving families, dealing with difficult personalities, the constant scrutiny of the public, or the administrative realities of running a parish.   
· Lack of Mentorship: The lack of structure in first assignments, including the necessary support and guidance, can make the initial years feel like a "sink or swim" experience. 

6. Ecclesial and Societal Challenges

· Ecclesial Challenges: The sexual abuse crisis and cover-ups linger “in the air” in the minds and hearts of some of the lay faithful who do not participate in the sacramental life of the Church.      
· Declining Membership: Significant drops in Mass participation, driven by cultural shifts, modernity, and general loss of faith can result in discouragement and loss of apostolic zeal for souls.  
· Internal Divisions: Friction between traditional and progressive mindsets, including pre- and post-Vatican II ideologies and ongoing liturgical divisions can lead to fatigue and frustration.   
· Societal Challenges: Navigating novel societal challenges such as mask and vaccination battles during COVID, our local tragedy at Annunciation School, and the current immigration/federal agent violence can lead to a “caught in the crossfires” feeling.   
Good News

· The great news is that studies continue to show that a large majority of young priests (over 90%) report that they would choose the priesthood again.  Hence, while there are many challenges, young priests experience deep peace in Christ and joy in ministering His grace and love to others.

Beautiful Invitation
· How do you live your priesthood out of your “Galilee moment” or your first place of love for Christ?  How do you draw from the infinite riches of Christ so that your priestly ministry matures, and yet, is ever new?  
Spiritual Practices
· Eucharistic Adoration: Daily commitment to your Holy Hour, i.e. spending time before the Blessed Sacrament intensifies your love for Christ.  Archbishop Fulton Sheen said the Holy Hour “acts as an oxygen tank to revive the breath of the Holy Spirit.”  He also said that the Holy Hour is “the hour that makes my day.” 
· Sacred Scripture: Deepen your love for Sacred Scripture (daily Mass readings) and the Liturgy of the Hours, seeing God’s Word as your personal encounter with Jesus.  
· Spiritual Retreats: Use your annual retreat well (a new Galilee moment), organize a pilgrimage, and attend conferences to refresh your love for Christ and zeal for souls.  
Personal and Community Habits
· Cultivating Friendships: Maintain strong friendships, both with fellow priests and the lay faithful. Join a priest support group and be vulnerable with your brother priests, sharing the joys and challenges in your day-to-day ministry.
· Embrace Your Humanity: Accept your limitations, weaknesses, and personal faults, seeing that Christ is mysteriously attracted to them and loves working in and through them for your sanctification.
· Physical Care: Take your day off each week, use your vacations well, and make time for regular exercise for your personal well-being.
· Devotion to Mary: Renew your love for the Blessed Virgin Mary, seeking her intercession, protection, and maternal care as you bring Christ (and receive Christ) in your daily ministry.
Active Ministry

· Sacramental Nourishment: Celebrate the Mass and all the sacraments with joy and intentionality, asking our Lord to touch your heart as He encounters those who celebrate and receive them.   
· Saints’ Support: Foster your devotion to the saints, seeing in them friends of Christ who inspire, encourage, and love you as you take your share of the cross for your redemption and sanctification in making your way to the Father’s house.
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