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Today's readings are sometimes the Scriptures that fall on the first weekend after a new 
pastor arrives in a parish. Such was the case when I moved from St. Mary in Waverly to 
St. Joseph the Worker in Dubuque. These Scriptures offer great material for both pastor 
and parishioners to think about with each other. That was not the case for the priests 
who moved to new assignments this year. They would have in their new assignments 
already last weekend. Today's Scriptures, however, are good for pastor and people to 
hear together and think about together at any point in time.  
 
One of the sources I regularly depend on to get the homiletic juices flowing for each 
weekend included a great sentence that helped me with this weekend's homily: 
 “The pastor is not a substitute for the absence of Christ, but the human 
 vehicle through whose functions Christ renders himself present.”  (REPEAT) 
I would like to reflect on these words with you in light of some of today's Scriptures. 
The Scriptures in particular are:  
 “You have scattered my sheep and driven them away. You have not cared for  
  them. ….I will appoint shepherds for them who will shepherd them so  
  that they need no longer fear and tremble...”     (Ezechiel) 
 “When he (Jesus) embarked and saw the vast crowd, his heart was moved  
  with pity for them, for they were like sheep without a shepherd....” 
          (Mark) 
Sometimes children think of the priest as God. If children are asked to draw a picture of 
Mass, they frequently make the priest look like Jesus. As we mature and grow older, 
however, and having had more experiences with priests than we did as children, we are 
sure that the priest is NOT God. As always, reality and genuine virtue lie somewhere in 
the middle. If a pastor thinks of himself as God, he is in trouble. 
 
But on the other hand, if a pastor sees himself merely as an organizational man, he is 
also in trouble. If a pastor sees himself merely as an organizational person, the people 
will see themselves merely as an earthly organization. When this happens both priest 
and people become concerned only with organizational and material matters. But when 
Jesus had pity on the people and saw them as sheep without a shepherd, I think he 
recognized in them a deeper need than simply to be organized and have material needs 
satisfied. He recognized in them a longing within their hearts, a longing within their 
spirits.    
 
So, what is the priest to be for people? This is where the sentence in my homily source  
connected for me:  ”The pastor is not a substitute for the absence of Christ, but the 
human vehicle through whose function Christ renders himself present.” (REPEAT) 



The priest needs to get this straight. He is not God, and he is not God's Son, Jesus. He is, 
however, a vehicle whose ministry of pastoral care God uses to manifest and make His 
Son present in the community. And especially within the Mass and the other Sacraments 
of the Church.  
  
First of all, Christ is not absent from the Mass. Rather Christ is uniquely present in the 
Mass. And if I see myself as standing in for Christ, I am truly over-inflating my role, and 
certainly guilty of bad self-perception. The priest is not God, and the priest is not Jesus. 
The priest is the servant of God and Jesus. As the statement in my source says, the priest 
is only the vehicle Christ uses in order to be present to His people during the Mass. Yes, 
it is Christ who really presides at each Mass, and it is Christ who really offers Himself to 
God as the treasured gift of each Mass. If wonder and awe are ever feelings we have at 
Mass, it must be rooted in the fact that Christ is present and that Christ is the leader of 
our Assembly.  
 
One of the actions of the Mass that I think most all of us can underestimate in terms of 
power and significance happens right at the beginning of Mass. It is the Procession of 
the Cross into the Assembly. First of all, we are not even looking at it, and certainly we 
are not maybe even looking for it. When the cross is brought into the Assembly we 
should recognize that it is really Christ who comes into our midst. Jesus enters into our 
gathering in order to preside at our Eucharist, in order to lead us in offering Himself to 
his Father. Just as the first offering of Himself to his Father on Calvary brought the 
forgiveness of sins, so His presence in our Assembly at any given Mass brings us the 
forgiveness of our sins. Thus again, the priest is only the vehicle for all of this to happen. 
The real actor/presider is Jesus. 
 
I would suggest that pews in church are too much like stanchions in a cow barn. They 
keep people too confined. I think the Sunday Assembly should really be more 'free 
range”. Pews, and even kneelers, are confining: we get in and face forward.  We are not 
likely to turn to the back of church to welcome the cross as it is processed into the space 
of worship. And the best Opening Songs are probably those we know by heart, so that 
we can face and follow the cross and still sing full-throated. The cross symbolizes the 
coming of Christ into our Assembly of worship. It is fitting that we turn to face the cross 
as it enters, and then turn with our bodies to follow the cross into the center of our space.  
 
As pastor, I must recognize and treat you as the Body of Christ. And as parishioners, 
you must see yourselves as the Body of Christ. You are not mere earthlings huddled into 
the same place for a while on the weekend. You are the redeemed Body of Christ, 
gathered by Christ and in his name, to offer the Living Christ to the Father. My ministry 
among you must facilitate this … and may you look among yourselves to find others 
who will be vehicles of Christ for you in the future. Ah, who among you has a vocation 
to the priesthood?  


