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Introduction

THE VERY REV. Dr. Alvaro del Portillo is the President General of the international Catholic association 
Opus Dei. He succeeds the founder and first President General, Msgr. Josemaria Escriva de Balaguer, who 
died in the fame of sanctity on June 26, 1975, in Rome, where he had lived since 1946.

For forty years the Very Rev. del Portillo worked alongside St. Josemaria Escriva nearly without inter-
ruption, receiving directly the influence of his teaching and priestly example. For many years he served as 
Secretary General of the Association, and throughout, in both his study and work, he was the constant assis-
tant of St. Josemaira. From 1928 onward, St. Josemaria carried out doctrinal and pastoral work — impressive 
both in quality and quantity — which has contributed significantly to the recognition and actual fulfillment 
of the distinct vocation the laity have within the Church. At the same time and as a direct consequence, he 
has helped to clarify the nature and characteristics of the ministerial priesthood as perpetuating the priest-
hood of Christ on Earth.

In this interview, the Very Rev. del Portillo gives a clear exposition of the mission of the priest and the 
unchanging significance of that mission in the economy of salvation. He reminds us that the principal 
points of the Church’s doctrine on the priesthood — including celibacy, preaching, training, and spiritual-
ity — have been sufficiently affirmed and expounded by the Magisterium of the Church. He points out that 
it is necessary to reaffirm them vigorously today, when attempts are being made to minimize their value in 
favor of approaches that empty the ministerial priesthood of its content and meaning. The Very Rev. del 
Portillo served as Secretary of the Conciliar Commission which prepared the Decree Presbyterorum Ordinis. 
This interview was conducted by Rev. Antonio Livi for the Centro Romano di Incontri Sacerdotali.

Among the numerous works of the Very Rev. Dr. Alvaro del Portillo, special mention should be given to 
Faithful and Laity in the Church (Shannon, Ireland: Ecclesia Press, 1972) and On Priesthood (Chicago: Scepter 
Publishers, 1974), which have also appeared in Spanish, German, Italian, and Portuguese editions.

“Crisis” not so widespread

A certain confusion among some of the clergy as to the nature and purpose of the priesthood has been a subject of discus-
sion. To what extent do you think this fact warrants the redrawing of the priestly image, so as to make it better understood 
and more acceptable?

To begin, I would like to insist that such a crisis is not as widespread as it may appear. I know from experi-
ence that there are a great many priests who do not consider this a problem, as in fact it is not. Besides, most 
of the priests who, for one reason or another, do adopt a critical attitude are not suffering from any real lack 
of faith in their priesthood or understanding of its meaning. What they need more than anything else is to 
be confirmed and strengthened in that faith.
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In view of this fact, it can definitely be said that it is neither necessary nor advisable to attempt a redrawing 
of the priestly image in some new formulation of the content of our faith. In any case, it is not possible.

It is unnecessary because all the doctrinal aspects of the ministerial priesthood where there is confusion 
today have already been (in some cases, several centuries ago) authoritatively and infallibly proclaimed by 
the solemn Magisterium of the Church, whose teaching is definitive and binding on the whole Church, 
including its pastors. This doctrine has, moreover, been very recently reaffirmed by Vatican II and in various 
documents of the ordinary Magisterium.

It is not advisable because it could easily be interpreted as authorizing the practice of considering 
already defined points of doctrine as still questionable and open to doubt, thus giving the go-ahead for a 
critical revision of the whole of Catholic dogma. The damage that such an interpretation would cause to 
the faith of both priests and laity can be easily imagined. To admit, even indirectly, that dogma can be sub-
jected to a radical revision and can change its content already implies grave harm to the faith. The results 
are incalculable.

And finally it is not even possible since it is not a question of inventing or discovering the ministerial 
priesthood, but something which must be accepted on faith. In its very heart and essence the ministerial 
priesthood depends on faith; it does not depend on the vagaries of history. All we can do is to go deeper 
into its implications, define its content more precisely, and explain its various aspects. This is just what the 
unified and homogeneous Magisterium of the Church, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, has been 
doing for twenty centuries: expounding, explaining, and defining — but never modifying — the content of 
divine revelation.

Ministerial priesthood: its characteristics

Do you think, then, that a clear and authoritative restatement of this doctrine would be useful at the present time, even 
though it has already been sufficiently expressed and defined?

Yes. In times of confusion, as at present, an atmosphere of uncertainty can cause weaker souls to question 
even firmly established dogma if, in the face of certain heretical denials, there is no reaffirmation of doc-
trine to strengthen the faith of all believers. In fact it is not only good, but wholly necessary, to restate the 
need for a ministerial priesthood endowed with a specific and irreplaceable function. Otherwise, the nega-
tive effect of these denials will affect not only the number of vocations to the priesthood but also the perse-
verance and the work of those who are already priests of Jesus Christ in aeternum. However, it is not enough 
merely to state it; the need for a ministerial priesthood has to be clearly demonstrated. This can be done by 
stripping from the image of the priest all those elements he shares in common with all the faithful, so that 
the distinction between priest and layman will stand out clearly.

It is also very important to underline the supernatural and sacred character of the priesthood, for its 
nature and purpose cannot be understood without faith. An image of the priesthood that is understand-
able and acceptable to unbelievers would not be a true image. It would have either lost or concealed what 
is essential to it: its supernatural character.

Vatican II has reminded us that the ministerial priesthood and the common priesthood of the faithful 
differ in essence and not only in degree: essentia et non gradu tantum. Thus, there are two essentially differ-
ent ways of sharing in the one and only priesthood of Jesus Christ. This truth of our faith had already been 
taught by the teaching authority of the Church on previous occasions, using the same expression: essentia et 
non gradu tantum. The Council of Trent states: 
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Since in the sacrament of Holy Orders, just as in Baptism and Confirmation, the soul is marked with a character 
(can. 4) both indelible and irremovable, the Council rightly condemns the opinion of those who assert that the 
priests of the New Testament have only a temporary power and that even having been properly ordained they can 
revert to the status of laity if they do not exercise the ministry of the word of God (can. 1). And if anyone asserts 
that all Christians without distinction are priests of the New Testament or that all are equally endowed with spiri-
tual power, such an assertion seems merely to confuse the concept of the ecclesiastical hierarchy (can. 6).

Vatican II underlined two characteristics of the ministerial priesthood worth recalling at this point. One 
is that priests, through the character conferred on them by the sacrament of Holy Orders, are so configured 
with Christ the Priest that they can act in persona Christi Capitis and have a share in the authority by which 
Christ rules his Church. The second characteristic is the public nature of the priestly office. According to 
the explanation of the Conciliar Commission De disciplina cleri et populi christianil, the word “publicly” is a 
suitable technical term to distinguish the personal and private priesthood common to all the faithful from 
the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood. The Council of Trent also clarified the same doctrine when it 
defined that there is a priesthood proper to the sacrament of Holy Orders: “If anyone should say that in the 
New Testament there is no visible and external priesthood, or that power is not given to consecrate and offer 
up the true body and blood of the Lord and to forgive sins, but only the duty and mere function of preach-
ing the Gospel and that those who do not preach are in no way priests, then let him be anathema.” This was 
again confirmed by Vatican II: “The same Lord has established certain ministers among the faithful in order 
to join them together in one body where all the members have not the same function. These ministers in 
the society of the faithful would be able by the sacred power of their order to offer sacrifice and to remit sins. 
They would perform their priestly office publicly for men in the name of Christ.”

The proper and specific elements of the priestly ministry which we have just indicated with texts from the 
solemn Magisterium of the Church are especially clear when contrasted with what is proper to the rest of the 
Christian faithful, who perform no public priestly office in the name of Christ the Head. The fact that they are 
baptized does not mean they represent the Church or that they can act with the authority of Christ the Head. 
Such an assertion does not imply that they are less effective when they cooperate in Christ’s mission, but rather 
that, in their position and through their occupation in the world, “they are called there by God so that by exer-
cising their proper function and being led by the spirit of the gospel they can work for the sanctification of the 
world from within, in the manner of leaven.” Indeed, this statement underlines the fact that 

Those of us who exercise the priestly ministry in the Church should always be careful to respect the autonomy 
which a Catholic layman needs, so that he will not find himself in a position of inferiority in relation to his fellow 
laymen, and can efficiently carry out his own apostolic task in the midst of the world. To attempt the opposite, to 
try to “instrumentalize” lay people for ends which exceed the proper limits of our hierarchical ministry, would 
be to fall into a pitifully old-fashioned “clericalism.” The possibilities of the lay apostolate would be drastically 
curtailed; the laity would be condemned to permanent immaturity; and above all, today especially, the very 
concept of authority and unity in the Church would be endangered. We cannot forget that the existence among 
Catholics of a true pluralism in matters which God has left to the free discussion of men is in no way opposed to 
the hierarchical structure or the unity of the People of God. On the contrary, it strengthens them and protects 
them against possible adulteration.

The priest, not a mere symbol

If this doctrine was so clear and obvious, what is the reason for the confusion that now exists?



© Scepter Publishers, Inc. This information protected by copyright of Scepter Publishers, Inc., New York, NY USA. It is for the free use of read-
ers, and may be redistributed without permission. None of this information can be sold, either in electronic or print form, unless permission 
has been obtained from Scepter Publishers, Inc. Direct all inquiries to info@scepterpublishers.org.
www.scepterpublishers.org

The present crisis is not the result of doctrinal speculation alone. In most cases, the root cause lies in the 
realm of practical life, in the living image of the priest and his mission — an image which the priest himself, 
through his behavior, projects for the rest of the people of God.

We must also remember that the gradual watering down of doctrine by means of certain practices is 
nothing new. In recent years especially, we have had repeated examples of churchmen who, because of 
a weak or nonexistent faith, went so far as to contradict in practice the very doctrine they were teaching. 
Therefore, in present circumstances it is not enough to limit oneself to reaffirming the Church’s doctrine of 
the essential difference between the hierarchical priesthood and the common priesthood of the faithful to 
those who still keep the “letter” of the doctrine, while in practice denuding it of all sense. It seems necessary 
to make a clear and precise statement of the following truths:

 • The priest’s power does not consist only in his representing Christ as Head of the Church, but also in 
his “power to act in the name of Christ . . . sharing in the authority by which Christ himself builds up, 
sanctifies, and rules his Body.” This statement forbids any attempt to represent the priest as a mere 
symbol recalling to the community Christ’s sojourn on Earth as the servant of God who gives his life for 
his brethren. For those who think in such a way, the priest would be no more than a qualified member 
of the community, a man whose job it is to make Christ present to the community by stimulating faith 
in the salvation that God offers us through Christ. But this is not true. We must affirm that Jesus Christ, 
God and man, through the priestly acts proper to the ministerial priesthood, becomes present in the 
Church to pour out and give his grace to all the faithful, in order that each and all may correspond to 
their own particular vocation.

 • In the Eucharistic sacrifice the priest acts in the person of Christ as Head of the Church, and he is at the 
altar “as Christ’s minister, inferior to Christ, but superior to the people.” He is a priest only insofar as he 
is acting in persona Christi, the High and Eternal priest — not, therefore, in any way as a delegate of the 
faithful. The statement that “the power of the ministry and of ecclesiastical rule comes to the pastors 
from the community of the faithful, is heretical.”

That is why the Eucharistic sacrifice shows with special force and clarity what is meant by the assertion 
that the priest acts in the person of Christ. Even if  the whole of the unordained Christian faithful were to 
meet and recite together the words of consecration, there would in no way be a Eucharistic sacrifice; tran-
substantiation would not take place.

This brings to mind another point, which was also brought up by the Synod of Bishops, and which is 
the clearest and most authentic sign of a truly priestly way of life. It has been summed up as follows by St. 
Josemaria Escriva: 

It is the perfect union which should exist, as the Decree Presbyterorum Ordinis reminds us on several occasions, 
between a priest’s consecration and his mission, or, in other words, between his personal life of piety and the 
exercise of his priestly ministry; between his filial relationship with God, and his pastoral and brotherly relations 
with men. I do not believe a priest can carry out an effective ministry unless he is a man of prayer.

“Practical” concessions?

You referred before to the character conferred by ordination. Could one speak then of a “temporary” priesthood as regards the 
exercise of the priestly functions, even though the character, the personal identification with Christ, is “in aeternum”?

The priest is homo Dei. Through the character conferred by the sacrament of Holy Orders, he becomes con-
secrated to God, to whom he belongs in a very special way. Priests, through their vocation and ordination, 
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stand out among the people of God as men set apart, so that they can dedicate themselves completely to the 
priestly work for which God himself chooses them.

The priestly character — with its special identification with Christ to act in his name — is indelible: “If 
anyone should say that the Holy Spirit is not given by holy ordination and that therefore the bishops speak 
in vain when they say “Receive the Holy Spirit”; or that by ordination character is not conferred; or that he 
who was once a priest can again become a layman, let him be anathema.” But it is not enough to say that 
the character is indelible and that a priest cannot be ordained a second time. It is also necessary to state 
that the consecration of a priest demands a complete and lifelong dedication to the mission for which he 
was consecrated. In other words, the priesthood ad tempus has been condemned not only on the ontological 
level but also as regards the exercise of the priestly functions. It would thus be very useful to have it declared 
gravely illicit for anyone to be ordained with the intention of limiting the exercise of his priesthood to a 
given period of time and then ceasing to perform his priestly functions and returning to the life of a layman, 
even though he were considered internally — that is ontologically, but statically — as remaining sacerdos in 
aeternum. This would be a case of burying one’s talent.

Identity of  doctrine and life

The priest is, as you have recalled, “ homo Dei,” and his mission is a spiritual one, to save souls. However, do you not 
think that in practice it would be desirable to see priests playing a greater part in temporal affairs, so as to show themselves 
more obviously as men among men, and so further the carrying out of their specific mission?

As I said before, doctrine and practice cannot be considered completely separate entities. It is not enough 
to preach the right doctrine. Efforts must be made to put it into practice. You cannot make practical con-
cessions contrary to doctrinal principles, no matter how much pastoral needs seem to justify them. Nor can 
these principles be relegated to the sphere of the utopian and impossible. For the doctrine of the faith is 
not a mere intellectual game, but a thing with the power to save. It is the very doctrine of salvation, the only 
basis for Christian behavior, which we accept in the confidence that God will not fail to give us the grace to 
act in accordance with his will. Now it often happens that “pastoral pretext,” appealing to the emotions in 
such a way as to fool the unwary, is used in attempts to gain practical concessions with a view to bringing the 
defined doctrine itself into question. To concede in such instances is tantamount to opening a breach in 
Catholic dogma and paving the way for destruction of the object of our faith.

Therefore, if we want to clarify the nature and the mission of the priest and to place the traditional doc-
trine on clear and unequivocal foundations, we must see to it that any practical rules that are given agree 
fully with this teaching. The life and works of the priest will then shine out in such a way that all the faithful 
can grasp the nature and mission of the priest as taught in the faith of the Church.

I was saying that the priest is a man of God, taken from among men, appointed for men in the things 
pertaining to God. This means in practice that it is extremely important to avoid a dissipation of priestly 
work (in nonpriestly activities, for example) which can conceal or at least obscure in the eyes of the rest of 
the faithful the heart and essence of the priestly mission. Furthermore, if the priest is carrying out his mis-
sion properly, he will have neither the time nor the inclination for other activities, which in any case, profes-
sional people do better and more efficiently with the grace that properly belongs to their state.

The priest contributes, as a priest, to guaranteeing that the spirit of Christ informs and sanctifies the 
things of the world. He does this by providing the faithful with the means of grace — the administration of 
the sacraments — and by preaching the word of God, teaching the truths of faith and the necessary moral 
consequences deriving from them.
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Similarly it is good to keep in mind that the decision to assign ecclesiastical functions to the laity (obvi-
ously, only those which do not in themselves demand Holy Orders) tends to obscure for the faithful the 
need and specific function of the ministerial priesthood. And not infrequently the result is that the priest 
himself loses his sense of perspective and may begin to question whether he is actually filling any real need 
in the Church.

Even if some immediate problems of a temporal nature could be solved by participation of the laity in 
ecclesiastical duties, the result is, in the long run, always harmful for the Church as a whole. The reason for 
this is manifold. First, it prevents these lay people from fulfilling their proper and specific function in the 
Church and in society. Second, it distorts their own legitimate co-responsibility, which cannot be a sharing 
in the responsibility of the clergy, but rather a sharing in the organic responsibility of the whole Church. 
And finally, such a way of acting neither promotes new vocations to the priesthood nor encourages the per-
severance in their ministry of those who are already ordained. God will never deny his grace and will never 
cease to call men, but the Church has a duty to create such human conditions to best encourage men’s 
correspondence.

Married men

Can the formula approved by the Synod of Bishops on the subject of the ordination of married men be considered
an innovation?

No. The formula approved by the majority shows unmistakably that no variation on this subject is allowed. 
The initial proviso, “without infringing the right of the Roman Pontiff,” does not imply a relaxation, for 
the pope has always had the legal power, in his own right, to dispense from any ecclesiastical law. The for-
mula which was approved adds absolutely nothing to this. The Synod was consulted as to the advisability of 
ordaining married men in exceptional cases. Its opinion was negative. Clear proof of this is the fact that an 
alternative formula, which could have been interpreted as agreeing that there was a possible advantage in 
such ordinations in exceptional cases, was rejected by the majority of the Fathers, so as to exclude all ambi-
guity. And in the conclusions of the circuli minores, when they were asked more clearly about the advisability 
of ordaining married men in exceptional circumstances, the answer of the absolute majority was decidedly 
negative.

What, in your opinion, are the main reasons that moved the Fathers of the Synod to reject the possibility of ordaining 
married men?

First of all, I believe that human prudence itself would make many people realize that hardly anyone has 
studied in sufficient detail all the consequences that would follow from such a possibility. Certainly it would 
give rise to innumerable difficulties and problems. How, for example, would the candidates be selected 
and their suitability for the ministry judged? What about their spiritual and doctrinal formation? There are 
also the questions of example and of genuine availability for the ministry, not to mention the difficulties 
and risks which married life involves, even for those who give of their best to their families, including every 
minute of spare time that their professional work allows them.

I have no doubt that another important motive was the inconsistency of the main reason offered by the 
advocates of ordination for married men: the shortage of vocations to the priesthood. Bluntly stated, the ordi-
nation of married men will never provide an answer to the problem of the lack of priests. The experience of 
the Eastern Catholic churches is clear proof of this. Instead of solving the problem, it would actually hinder 
its solution. For can anyone seriously believe that the witness of some married priests practicing a spare-time 
ministry would lead to any future abundance of vocations to a celibate and fully dedicated priesthood?
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I also believe that many of the Fathers in the Synod were fully aware of the not very numerous but 
extremely noisy groups bent on obtaining the abolition of the law of priestly celibacy or having it left as a 
permanently open question.

I very much doubt that these groups are really attempting to satisfy the pastoral needs associated with 
the shortage of priests. The sorry spectacle of the misuse of publicity in connection with defections, the lack 
of vocations, the crisis in the seminaries, and so on, is a sign of something deeper.

Some of the Fathers in the Synod rightly pointed out that these pressures could have had as a surrepti-
tious aim the achievement of optional celibacy. As a first step they would try to get the faithful used to the 
sight of the man next door, one of their own, that good family man, saying Mass. Having gotten that far, the 
next step would doubtless be the readmission to the ministry of those priests who had abandoned it to get 
married. Who better qualified than these, some would ask, to exemplify the married priest? Especially so, 
if there were hardly any married men who actually wanted to be priests. The next step would then be inevi-
table. Why wait until these men are unfaithful to their celibacy, if they can be at the same time married and 
priests? And at this stage, the very people who had chosen or could choose the celibate priesthood — with 
the typical generosity of the young and clean of heart — will scarcely want to continue their struggle to be 
faithful to this charism, when they are offered such an easy and honorable practical solution on their first 
weakening. Thus, in practice, we shall have arrived at the suppression of celibacy.

Faced with these pressures and with the lack of vocations — a problem, by the way, which is by no 
means universal — the bishops must surely have recalled the words, “The good shepherd gives his life for his 
sheep,” and decided against adopting solutions which, while easy and convenient in the short run, would 
ultimately be seriously detrimental to the Church as a whole.

Continuing along the line of personal spiritual motives, I also think that the bishops, in rejecting the 
ordination of married men, were guided by a realistic but optimistic view of life, by confidence both in God 
and in men. Indeed, to accept the possibility we have been talking about as a solution for the shortage of 
vocations would have been a sign of a radical pessimism, far removed from Christian hope and the spirit of 
faith. It would have been to suggest that God was no longer prepared to grant so profusely the charism of 
celibacy, or that men were no longer capable of responding generously to God’s gift.

Other reasons proposed in favor of the ordination of married men have shown equally obvious inconsis-
tencies. For example, consider the idea that it would be a good way to ensure true Christian witness within 
the family. Such an attitude entails a clerical mentality unwilling to recognize that such witness can and 
should be given by the laity. Nor is it true that the married priest would live in closer communion with the 
other faithful through sharing a condition in life that is common to the majority. If that were the case, celi-
bacy itself would be seen as less suitable to the priesthood than marriage, in contradiction to the experience 
of centuries which has been solemnly recalled and restated by Vatican II and by Pope Paul VI.

The power of  prayer

To sum up, I believe that the Fathers at the Synod based their reasoning on the lines of the Vatican II decree 
Presbyterorum Ordinis: “trusting in the Spirit that the gift of celibacy, which so befits the priesthood of the 
New Testament, will be generously bestowed by the Father, as long as those who share in Christ’s priesthood 
through the sacrament of orders, and indeed the whole Church, humbly and earnestly pray for it.” I would 
say that in the Synod, just as in the Council, this confidence in the goodness of God prevailed over all other 
motives or reasons, which, after all, were no different from those brought forward in the sixteenth century 
by the Protestant reformers.

This attitude of trusting faith is completely in keeping with what Vatican II pointed out as a means of 
achieving its goal of renewal within the Church: “This most holy Synod . . . fervently exhorts all priests to use 
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the appropriate means endorsed by the Church as they strive for the greater sanctity which will make them 
increasingly useful instruments in the service of all of God’s people.”

Finally, I would like to add that God always helps the priest who prays and strives to be faithful to the gift 
he has received. The priest who prays and loves knows, despite his own personal weaknesses, that there is no 
need to seek any new image of his priesthood. He knows, on the contrary, that he must lose his life — “he 
who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake will find it” — because by dying to himself 
he will find in Christ his true supernatural identity: “It is no longer I that live, but Christ lives in me.”
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