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Mission

Part Two

In the mid-1990s Father Yves Ledure, S.C.J., published an article on the founding of the Congregation. He claimed that as Father Dehon was setting this project in motion it was flawed from the beginning, in part because it was inspired by two different, and ultimately incompatible, notions of priesthood. Fr. Ledure convincingly demonstrates that during the formative years young Leo Dehon spent in Paris and especially in Rome he was thoroughly imbued with the spirituality of the French School and its ideal of the priest as someone “for whom apostolic mission and personal sanctity are one and the same thing.”
 In May-June 1877, however, his sudden decision to found a congregation was propelled by a version of Paray-le-Monial spirituality whose ideal was priest-victims whose contemplative life of prayer and self-sacrifice would make reparation for the sins of other priests and religious. Thus a priest-victim spirituality was set up on the foundation of a spirituality of the priest as saintly apostle. 

More recently, he has expressed his astonishment “that this article has not led to any discussion”
 within the Congregation. It is not my intention to respond to his analysis of our foundations, but rather to follow his suggestion to continue the research and reflection on this important topic. My starting point is suggested by the title of Robert L. Wilken’s book The Myth of Christian Beginnings. Part of Wilken’s thesis is that there never was a Golden Age of Christianity when the pristine message of the faith was embodied in a pure and unadulterated form that would be normative for all future generations. Rather, he states, “the Christian phenomenon can only be grasped by looking at the historical experience of Christianity as it stretches from its beginning to the present and into the future.”
 

This approach suggests a fruitful way for understanding Father Dehon’s charism and mission as a Founder of a religious congregation. Several authors who write on Dehonian topics, including Marcel Denis and Yves Ledure, take it as a given that at the time that he wrote the original Constitutions in July 1877 Father Dehon did not have a clear, fully developed concept of what he was inclined to found.
 The implications and richness of his charism were only becoming apparent twenty to thirty years after the act of founding the Congregation. The gradual and continual unfolding of Father Dehon’s charism had to overcome three sets of ambiguity: ambiguity about mission, ambiguity about the spirituality of the Sacred Heart, and ambiguity about the meaning of sacrifice.

1. Ambiguity about Mission

The impression is sometimes given that during the early years of the Congregation, between 1878 and 1883, there was no involvement in the social apostolate. Strictly speaking, it is true that no new ministry of the social apostolate was begun nor did Father Dehon participate in social congresses or conferences as he had prior to founding the Congregation and as he would again in the 1890s. But even from the beginning the Congregation was concerned with the works of social justice, as is indicated by the ministry of Father Rasset in the Youth Club and other social works in Saint Quentin (OSP, VI, 235-236). Then in August 1880 Leo Harmel wrote to Father Dehon asking if he could send some priests to replace the chaplains at his factory in Val-des-Bois while they were away on vacation for several weeks. In June 1882 Harmel requested that Father Dehon send him a list of Catholic industrialists and priests who were interested in social issues; Harmel’s intention was to create a network whereby they could share information, ideas, and offer mutual support. Three times during the summer of 1882 Harmel asked that Rasset “give up everything else to start a ministry in a factory at Saint Quentin.” In October of 1883 Rasset organized a pilgrimage in which, he said, “400 workers belonging to our ministries took part” (OSP, VI, 252). The following day he conducted a meeting of the leading Catholic employers and social activists.

In the first six years of the Congregation’s life prior to the “Consummatum Est” efforts were primarily directed to what we would call today “internal apostolates:” establishing Saint John’s high school and setting up the formation programs at Saint Quentin, Fayet, and Sittard. The rhetoric that Father Dehon and his first followers used to describe their mission emphasized personal piety in a community context that was patterned on a monastic life of contemplation and regularity. But at this stage of the Congregation’s development the bishop of Soissons functioned as its Superior General and he determined where they would minister. As their primary responsibility he entrusted them with the care of Saint John’s high school (NHV, XV, 45), and he also frequently used the Congregation as his shock troops, calling on its members when crises arose and sending them out on difficult assignments, as he had already done at Saint Médard’s school for the deaf in 1880. This pattern continued after the suppression and reestablishment of the Congregation.

In 1885 he had Father Rasset go to Saint Eloi parish whose people were described as “contentious and difficult” (OSP, VI, 261). The following year the bishop entrusted the Congregation with responsibility for “La Maîtrise,” the choir school attached to the basilica, which Father Dehon said created a wealth of difficulties because of the strained relationships with the staff (NHV, XV, 42). The same year, 1886, the bishop wanted missions preached in all the parishes of the diocese, and he chose the Priests of the Heart of Jesus to carry out this task. For the next two years a half dozen priests set out on missions that kept them away from their religious houses for months at a time (OSP, VI, 265), despite the prohibition against this in their revised Constitutions. At one point Rasset noted: “I preached 169 times in 100 days. I was wasn’t prepared well enough” (OSP, VI, 269). In mid-February 1888 the bishop asked Father Dehon to begin a new parish in a neglected part of town. He wrote: “The Priests of the Sacred Heart seem to be suited by divine providence to found and run a parish in that neighborhood where a sizable population lives in a state of religious neglect” (NHV, XV, 74). 

The bishop’s decisions make it clear that he saw a compatibility between certain types of ministry and the distinctive character of the Congregation.
 It was not simply a question of supplying the usual pastoral services or helping out in an emergency, but in case after case these ministries were uniquely suited for a religious community whose spirituality motivated its members to offer themselves as agents of God’s love dedicated to repairing the brokenness in personal lives and social relations. Gradually Father Dehon too began to see the connection between the spirit of love and reparation in the traditional Sacred Heart devotion and an apostolic mission which is proper to it and is rooted in its vision and values. Reflecting on the Congregation’s experience of giving parish missions he said that they opened up “a new horizon” (NQT, III, 18) for him. And in September 1887, after visiting his priests who had recently become chaplains in the factory at Val-des-Bois, he noted: “It is an oasis in the desert of our poor France. Social peace reigns over this workplace. There I found a true spirit of faith and charity, love of sacrifice, and care for the poor and the sick. It is a grace for us to be involved in this aspect of the life of immolation and charity” (NHV, XV, 68--69). He is clearly beginning to see that an active apostolate on behalf of the church in the midst of the world is a new dimension of the traditional concept of reparation.

The transformation in his attitude on the active apostolic life is most evident in regard to foreign missions.
 In the beginning he did not believe that missions could be numbered among our ministries because they do not seem to be compatible with a spirituality of love and reparation and with the conventual life.
 Later when he understands missionary activity as a means of repairing societies that have been marred by schism or superstition, he comes to recognize that this kind of ministry can be the embodiment of a spirituality of love and reparation.
 
It is important to take notice of those things that change and those that remain the same in his thinking. For Father Dehon the interior life and personal sanctification were always the priorities of religious life; apostolic activity had to be balanced against the demands of a regular spiritual life. It would not be the ministerial works that would define the Congregation’s spirituality, rather it would be the spirit of love and reparation that would express itself in works that reveal this inner dynamic and bear witness to the presence of God in this distinctive approach to the mystery of Christ. As Father Rasset wrote to his sister, the “vocation is not in the works of the apostolate, but in immolation by means of works, which is something completely different” (OSP, VI, 237). By the end of the 1880s Father Dehon was discovering that missionary and social apostolates could be integrated into the spiritual project of his Congregation and he began to express this renewed and expanded vision of his mission as “The Reign of the Heart of Jesus in Souls and in Societies.” 

2. Ambiguity about the Sacred Heart
One of the least attractive aspects of French spirituality during the 18th and 19th centuries, and one that is most suspect theologically, is the notion that suffering is a punishment from God and voluntary suffering is required to appease God’s righteous anger over sin.
 Although this type of sub-Christian thinking has a long history, its modern appearance can be traced to some of the unfortunate aspects of the Paray-le-Monial devotion to the Sacred Heart as it is expressed in the writings of Saint Margaret Mary Alacoque. For example, she reports that Christ wanted her to become “his victim of immolation in order to deter the punishments that the divine justice of his Father, armed with anger, wanted to inflict on a religious community, to rebuke and correct it by his just wrath.”
 Father Marcel Denis has argued that a “victim of justice” is an example of the biblical call for penance and sorrow for sin.
 In the end, however, he admits that the term “victim of justice,” which was born from the spirituality of Paray-le-Monial, is “a bit ambiguous.”
 

In light of the fact that devotion to the Sacred Heart was the principal spiritual movement in France during the 19th century, it should not be surprising to discover that Leo Dehon was influenced by it, even in its more questionable aspects. As a young priest at the basilica of Saint Quentin he preached a sermon about reparation on the Sunday before Lent in 1874: “We ought to respond to God’s anger by penance and expiation on our part. Only on this condition will the just wrath of God be appeased and will we be able to avoid his terrible vengeance ... [God] demands that the repentant sinner make complete satisfaction for sins already forgiven; this strict requirement can be met by mortification and voluntary penances” (NHV, X, 102). These sentiments were everywhere in French Catholicism at that time; they were unavoidable.

What is remarkable is how quickly and how far he managed to distance himself from these attitudes, even if he never fully escaped their influence. Less than a decade later, preaching to the novices on the eve of the feast of the Sacred Heart, he said, “Holy abandonment is more perfect than love of sufferings” (CFL, II, 60). The following year, in a conference on the sufferings of Christ in his Passion, he discussed the reasons for uniting themselves with his sacrifice. In the first place, he mentions the need for personal reparation for one’s sins which, he said, was a dominant theme in the Old Testament. To this we should add the motive of the New Law, “the law of love, the motive of compassion for the sufferings of Jesus. Jesus has suffered so much for me, I ought to suffer for him. Since he loved me to the point of undergoing death, I ought to love him to the point of enduring whatever Providence sends me” (CFL, V, 70-71). He has moved from the position of recommending voluntary suffering in order to avert the angry punishments of God, to recommending love of God and loving union with Christ as the grounds for enduring the hardships and challenges that result from fidelity to our calling in life. 

When Father Dehon discovered the writings of Sister Therese of the Child Jesus his own ideas on the love of God crystallized and took on a new vigor. In 1905, just eight years after her death, he published a meditation on her way of understanding the relationship between suffering and love. Under the title “Victim of Love” the meditation is made up of several extended quotations from her autobiography with very little commentary on his part. Saint Therese wrote: “Now I have no wishes left at all, except the wish to love our Lord madly. Yes, it is love alone that really attracts me. I do not desire suffering or death ... At one time I thought that suffering would be like reaching the shores of heaven. From my youth I thought the little flower should be cut down in its springtime; now abandonment is my only guide ... God has given me his infinite mercy, and I contemplate all his other attributes against this background. They all seem to have the dazzling outline of love ... 


“In 1895 I was given the grace to see more clearly than ever how much our Lord wants to be loved. I was thinking about those souls who offer themselves as victims to divine justice, with the idea of deflecting the punishments aimed at sinners by bringing them down on themselves. I felt that this sort of offering was a kind and generous thing, but it wasn’t at all the one I wanted to do. I cried out from the bottom of my heart: ‘O God, is it only your justice that claims victims? Doesn’t your merciful love need them too? ... O my God, is your rejected love going to remain in your heart? It seems to me that if you could find souls who offer themselves as victims of your love, you would waste no time setting them on fire with the flames of your infinite tenderness.”
 

This is the position that he ultimately embraced, which was both confirmed and enlightened by the writings of Sister Therese of Lisieux; it could be called a “witness of love” spirituality, taking the word “witness” in the strong sense that it has in biblical Greek meaning “martyr.” There are two moments or elements in “witnessing:” the first refers to being personally present and seeing something, the second involves giving testimony or supplying evidence of the truth that has been personally seen. So, for example, in the Johannine account of the crucifixion we read: “An eyewitness has testified, and his testimony is true; he knows that he is speaking the truth, so that you may believe” (Jn 19:35). What he has seen is the piercing of Jesus’ side by a spear and the flow of blood and water (v. 34), which in this context is “a stream of blessing and salvation.”
 Thus what the eyewitness has seen is more than the external events. He recognized their deeper saving significance, and it is to this that he bears testimony so that others may also come to believe.

The witness is one who “knows,” and for Leo Dehon too this meant penetrating to the deeper inner meaning of the event. This is a recurring theme, particularly in his writings on Christ’s passion and death, which he describes as a book with an outer and an inner meaning. He taught that only a brief part of meditation should be given to the external details of the scourging, the crown of thorns, and the nails. “Let us penetrate to the heart and we shall see a much greater marvel: an inexhaustible and unfailing love that considers its sufferings as nothing and gives itself without ever tiring.”
 

But a witness must also give testimony to what he has seen and knows. Father Dehon often speaks of this in terms of “making the love of Christ known.” Although he mentions some typical ministries that are appropriate to the spirit of the Congregation, he never wanted the Institute to be defined by its works. In the Constitutions of 1885 he said that it was a principal duty of the membership “to glorify and console the Heart of Jesus by working to establish his reign in souls and thus satisfy his burning desire for love from the hearts that he has loved so much.”
 Hence the apostolic mission of the Congregation, which could be embodied in a variety of different ministries, was described in terms of making a response to the love of Christ and making his love better known.
 This was what he came to understand as the twofold meaning of his vocation to be a “witness of love.”

Although the Founder was able to shake off most of the vestiges of a “victim of justice” spirituality, that was not true of all those who joined his Congregation. Many of them could not be characterized as his disciples, but, more precisely, they were somewhat like-minded men who hoped to find in his Society a milieu that would be congenial to their already well-established spiritual ideals. Within the Congregation there was an uneasy cohabitation: there were those who sought to repair the effects of sin and console the neglected love of God by their prayers and their well-disciplined lives; along side of them were the Founder and others like him whose experience of the love of God compelled them to seek effective remedies for the social injustices which were preventing people from knowing the love of God in their lives. Nowhere is this difference more obvious than in his friend Father André Prévot.

Father Prévot joined the Congregation in 1885, having come from a disbanded group of Priest-Victims which had been organized by Mére Marie Veronique of Lyons. When Prévot entered the novitiate of the Priests of the Sacred Heart he was a forty-five year old priest with a doctorate in theology and he had authored the constitutions for Mother Veronica’s group. His novitiate lasted only four months and the following year he was appointed Novice Master for the entire Congregation, a position he held until 1909. In this crucial role he exercised a dominant formative influence over the entire first generation of SCJs. In a letter written ten years after Prévot’s death Father Dehon made the astonishing statement: “Father Prévot was the founded of our Congregation more than I was.”
 The full import of that statement becomes apparent in an analysis of their writings.

In the Preface to Love, Peace, and Joy Prévot reveals the limited scope of his spirituality when he indicates that the purpose of his book is “to procure for the Church of Jesus Christ an increased number of defenders, who by their devotedness to a life of intercession ... will help ... obtain mercy for poor sinners ...”
 In a meditation of Christ’s love for all people and his desire that sinners be converted, he presents Christ exhorting Saint Gertrude to pray for those who caused harm to the church. Gertrude expressed surprise at this excess of goodness and asked Jesus how he could consider such unworthy men to be part of his body. He replied that they truly are, and the sorry state of their souls caused him great pain. “My Heart has an intense desire for their conversion.” In his reflection on this conversation Father Prévot draws the following conclusion: “Let us zealously work by prayer and sacrifice to bring back to the Heart of Jesus those poor souls whose conversion He so ardently desires.”
 In other words, the purpose of his union with Christ in prayer is not to actually do something for the sinner, other than simply to pray for him.

In another meditation, on the agony of Christ’s Passion, Gertrude reported that she experienced both the intense suffering and the intense love that Christ endured. This led Father Prévot to conclude that we offer reparation to Jesus to compensate for the ingratitude of others by offering ourselves as victims “of immolation and propitiation” to console him with our zeal.
 Prévot’s conclusion here is almost identical with the previous meditation. The purpose of this prayer is to unite with Christ, to offer oneself as a victim in compensation for the neglect of others, but the prayer does not lead to any practical action either to foster the cause of Christ or to remedy the sinful situation.

It is possible to find similar passages in the writings of Father Dehon. His differences with Father Prévot are not primarily the result of any disagreement about what he said, but more because of what he did not say. Both men agreed that the goal of prayer is to unite oneself with Christ in order to “do as He did. [To] love, feel, and live as He did.”
 But for Prévot that always stopped short of engagement in a pastoral apostolate, whereas Father Dehon went beyond simple exhortations to pray more fervently or to practice virtue, and concluded that “those whose ministry is to attend to the works of mercy ought to take their inspiration from the tender compassion of the Heart of Jesus.” Reflecting on the parable of the Good Samaritan, for example, he said that the poor, the sick, and the neglected are far from the path of God because the priest and the levite have forgotten their duties on their behalf and have forgotten that their hands were meant to heal them.
 

In a meditation on the sufferings of Christ on the cross -- a topic which usually focused on compassion and reparation -- Father Dehon said that we ought to join our compassion for Christ with a zeal for souls. “This is what Mary and the Saints on Calvary did. They shared the sorrows of the Savior and with him they begged God to increase as much as possible the number who would be saved. They offered their prayers, sacrifices, and zeal to contribute to the reign of the Savior over souls. With him they accepted inner crucifixion, abandonment, and sorrows. But they also promised to work to win souls by an apostolic activity in keeping with their vocation ... So it is that we should work by prayer, and by the apostolate according to our vocation, for the salvation and sanctification of souls ...”
 
It would not be difficult to multiply examples of this sort in Dehon’s writings. This was a major theme not only in the books he wrote but also in the way he lived his life as a priest. He was that rare combination of mystic and missionary, a man whose life-long, intense, interior prayer had to express itself in unwavering apostolic activity on behalf of the One who loved him and whom he loved with all his heart, mind, soul, and strength. This set him apart from his friend Father Prévot whose spirituality did not inspire apostles on fire with zeal for the Kingdom of God, but Victim-Souls who turned away from a sinful world and spent their lives in an interior life of self-mortification and purification.

There was another important aspect of their thought and spirituality where these two men differed, and in this case it was not simply a question of one going beyond the other but of direct contradiction and opposing points of view. On the issue of suffering and sacrifice Father Dehon consistently taught that we should not seek or impose punishments on ourselves in an attempt to imitate Christ who suffered and died for us, but rather, like Christ, we should accept the cup of suffering that comes to us as a result of our fidelity to the duties of our vocation. This attitude is best summed up in his well-known remark: “I prefer to let our Lord handle the whip.” He correctly pointed out that Jesus did not crucify himself but allowed himself to be crucified rather than abandon the way that leads to God. So he wrote: “Accept all that Providence asks of you. Your dispositions will be perfect if you see to it that you do not love suffering for the sake of suffering, nor the cross for the sake of the cross, but that you love the Sacred Heart of Jesus who wanted you to endure this or that suffering, or who sent you this or that cross.”
 “It is not necessary to ask for suffering. For it is most perfect to ask for nothing and to refuse nothing, but rather to abandon ourselves to pure love by allowing ourselves to be crucified and consumed according to his will.”
 

In this regard Father Dehon was keenly aware of the differences between his approach and that of Father Prévot. Shortly after Prévot’s death, Father Dehon wrote that there are “various ways of being a victim. There is a violent method, where one does many things on one’s own; that was the vocation ..., to a certain extent, of Father André [Prévot]. There is another approach, a gentler one (or so it would seem), where one allows our Lord to do more; that is our vocation.”
 In stark contrast to this point of view, Father Prévot quotes an unnamed saint who says: “I believe that the desire of suffering will cause my death.” Then he added, “Let us cultivate this desire in union with the Heart of Jesus, saying with the Divine Victim, ‘Behold I come that I may do Thy will, O my God.’”
 From this it is clear that his approach is a radical departure from Father Dehon’s. Not only does he subvert the sense of “Ecce Venio,” changing it from an acceptance of God’s will into a desire for suffering, but he also flatly contradicts the consistent teaching of Father Dehon who maintained that the spirit of our vocation was to be found in an attitude of openness and abandonment to the will of God, and not in actively seeking particular hardships or sufferings.
 

A further important development in Leo Dehon’s understanding of the apostolic scope of reparation came from an unlikely source. In the late 1880s he came into contact with Julio Matovelle, a priest in Ecuador, who had recently founded a new religious congregation. An intense, two-year correspondence began in which the two founders exchanged their ideas about the devotion to the Sacred Heart with a view to merging their two congregations. It was Matovelle who introduced the phrase “the reign of the Heart of Jesus in souls and in societies” into Father Dehon’s vocabulary.
 Although each founder agreed that their general aim was to respond to our Lord’s desires expressed at Paray-le-Monial, they also had to make concessions as they attempted to draw up a new unified constitution. At one point Father Dehon expressed hesitation about proceeding because he considered reparation for consecrated souls as our Lord’s primary desire and the social reign of the Sacred Heart as secondary. But he quickly resolved these doubts and wrote to Matovelle: “Priestly reparation and the social reign of the Sacred Heart are the two principal desires expressed by our Lord at Paray-le-Monial and they can very easily be combined.”
 

The merger of the two congregations ultimately failed but, for Father Dehon, it was an instructive failure. He gained a deeper appreciation of the meaning of the social reign of the Sacred Heart and of the rich and multiple resources that this could provide for his vocation and mission. As he would discover, however, he and his counterpart in Ecuador never shared the same vision of social and apostolic ministry. Matovelle expressed a preference for parochial work, parish missions, and, in general, “missions among the Christian people.” While Father Dehon always saw Ecuador as a providential occasion to expand the missionary dimension of his Congregation with the development of an apostolic vicariate in one of the pagan provinces, as well as missions among the Indian peoples, and new foundations in Chile and Argentina.
 But underneath their common vocabulary lay an irreconcilable conflict about the meaning of the Social Reign of the Sacred Heart.

Matovelle’s vision of the Social Reign was triumphalist, its main components were an official pact consecrating the nation to the Sacred Heart and the construction of the National Votive Church. His vision was also was hierarchical and clerical, bordering on theocratic: the clergy were to have a direct role in the politics and the laws of the state. Whereas, at this stage of his development, Father Dehon’s understanding of the Social Reign of the Sacred Heart was still evolving. He was coming out of a pietistic, inward looking tradition which had considered prayers and sacrifices as the principal forms of reparation for the sins of modern society. His involvement with Matovelle was an important step in a process that was leading him to consider the social arena as a proper place for the expression of his essentially reparatory spirituality. Although he would never disavow external manifestations in honor of the Sacred Heart such as pilgrimages, processions, and public consecrations, he was coming to the awareness that repairing the broken and distorted structures of an unjust society was an even more persuasive manifestation of God’s infinite love which is so powerfully symbolized in the Heart of Jesus. This was a significant development which would culminate in the 1890s when he would become one of the leaders of the Christian democratic movement.

3. Ambiguity about Sacrifice
I think it should be clear that tensions between the demands of an intense interior life and the works of an active ministerial life were quite real in the young congregation. This becomes obvious when the numerous statements
 he made in the early 1880s giving nearly exclusive priority to the contemplative dimension of religious life are read against the background of the expanding involvement in the active apostolate that I have just alluded to. The magnitude of this problem broke out into the open during the General Chapter of 1896 when over a quarter of the delegates voted to remove him from the office of Superior General in the congregation he had founded. The opposition complained, “We have not succeeded in doing the work of the Sacred Heart as it was described to us when we entered religious life” and Chapter delegates were urged “to lead the Congregation back to the original concept which gave birth to it.”
 

Where some saw a radical change, Dehon himself experienced continuity based on a more profound grasp of the depths and implications of his original intuition. From the French School of spirituality he had learned the importance of the Incarnation as the interpretive key to understanding the person and mission of Christ. His focus becomes sharpened to the point that he sees the Incarnation, and the entire life of Christ culminating in his death and Resurrection, as essentially a priestly or sacerdotal act. He writes that when the Son of God has become incarnate he will be, above all, a priest of God because within the Trinity the Son is completely given over to the Father in a loving act of filial homage.
 His purpose in becoming incarnate is to continue this filial devotion in a new way. As eternal Son he lovingly offers himself back to the glory of the Father, likewise as incarnate Son his primary mission is to offer himself completely to the glory of God. In his humanity the Son continues his proper relation to the Father.
 

It was the lack of this sort of trinitarian perspective that was the root cause of the confusion that existed in the early years of the Congregation. The origin of this problem can be traced back to the Council of Trent which seemed to shift back and forth between two different understandings of sacrifice.
 The council sometimes took a history-of-religions approach, which catalogs the common elements of sacrifice as they are found in the various religions of the world and thus arrives at a notion of sacrifice as a gift presented to God during a ceremony in which the victim is destroyed.
 But Trent also used the term “sacrifice” to refer to the self-offering of Christ and that is its specifically Christian meaning. In the New Testament sacrifice is, “in the first place, the self-offering of the Father in the gift of the Son, and in the second place [sacrifice is] the unique response of the Son in his humanity to the Father, and in the third place, [it is] the self-offering of believers in union with Christ” whereby they share in his relation to the Father.
 At its core, sacrifice is self-donation, it is not destruction, it is an oblation. “As absolute Love, the Father gives away all, and the Son is generated. The Son, in turn, responds with an eternal thanksgiving [of] total self-giving.”
 This divine way of acting -- letting go of glory in mutual and total self-oblation -- is revealed in every moment from the Incarnation to the death of Jesus. Just as he is always priest and sacrifice, so now all humanity is invited to be priest and sacrifice with him -- not offering material objects, but offering themselves “as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God, [their] spiritual worship” (Rom. 12: 1).
 

This understanding of sacrifice as a free response of self-giving and self-communicating is the essence of the Dehonian way. He too grounds it and explains it in trinitarian terms. Commenting on the text in Hebrews (1: 3) that the Son is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s being, he states that the complete response of love that he offers back to the Father is a “sublime sort of priesthood, the type and eternal example of all priesthood and all religion.” He goes on to say that the Son of God “is a God who gives homage to a God, ... recognizing that He owes all that He is to Him, giving thanks to Him, eternally rejoicing that He is the glory of the One who is his Origin and Source.”
 

This divine dynamic which is at work within the Trinity is revealed to us in the divine dynamic that is at work in the Incarnation, Life, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus. As Incarnate Son He is entirely dedicated to glory to his Father and at the same time his love is entirely directed toward us. In Father Dehon’s words: “The Heart of Jesus is entirely his Father’s and entirely ours because by saving us he works for the glory of his Father.”
 Although he sometimes expressed this in the doleful and ambiguous language that was current at his time, the cornerstone that supports the Dehonian dynamic and the keystone that holds it all together is the same dynamic that is at work in the life of the Trinity as it has been revealed to us in the Incarnation. “Behold, I come to do your will.” 

Thus the Incarnation is rightly understood as a priestly and sacrificial act because “priesthood [is] defined as the quality which enables a man to come before God to gain his grace, and therefore fellowship with him, by offering up a sacrifice acceptable to him.”
 The sacrifice that Christ offers to God is himself, so from the moment “on coming into the world” (Heb. 10: 5) he is both Priest and Victim. In this sense, sacrifice does not necessarily imply difficulty or deprivation, but rather “putting oneself in a right relation towards another, determined by what he is to me and by what I am to him.”
 

When it comes to our relation with God, it is our whole self that must be put in a right relation, and in this sense we “sacrifice” our self, becoming priest and victim like Christ. To rebel against this, Bérulle wrote, but without being able to escape this condition, is to live the torments of hell; from this perspective the priestly sacrifice of a right relation with God can be understood as simply accepting the human condition.
 What is essential in sacrifice is the interior attitude of acceptance of our dependence on God and directing all that we are or do towards God. The Epistle to the Hebrews (10: 10) states that “we have been sanctified by the oblation of the body of Jesus Christ.” All priesthood, Christ’s and the Christian’s, consists in maintaining a interior filial attitude of obedience to the Father, come what may. According to Augustine’s definition, the external matter of sacrifice can consist of “every work done with the aim of uniting oneself with God in holy fellowship.”
 

What Father Dehon discovered, gradually but surely, is that single-minded filial devotion to God, which is the essence of priesthood, does not make us unmindful of this world and its problems. Quite the opposite. The two Great Commandments of love of God and love of neighbor are not an either/or proposition; the second is like the first and flows from it. He wrote: “Here is an important lesson that apostolic men should meditate on often. Zeal is the fruit of divine love. It will be much more active and fruitful to the degree that our preferential love which is directed to God [l’amour de bienveillance] becomes more ardent, deeper, and habitual in a priestly heart.”
 He goes on to say that this passion for the divine is what inspires missionaries, scholars, and pastors in their zealous works; the priestly Heart of Jesus is their model because he always sees souls in relation to his Father. Dehon cites the Good Shepherd in the gospel of John (10: 15): “The Father knows me and I know the Father, and I lay down my life for the sheep.” The thoroughly intimate relation of the Father and the Son is revealed in the Incarnation and life of Jesus as his saving sacrifice on behalf of humanity. In Dehon’s words: “Preferential love directed towards God, zeal for his glory, and an ardent desire for the salvation of souls are terms that express almost the same idea.”
 

Conclusion

What conclusions can be drawn from all this? I would suggest that there are at least three that are pertinent.

First of all, according to Leo Dehon’s approach to the mystery of Christ, the life of every Christian is inherently priestly. This conclusion is based on understanding the Incarnation of the Son of God as a new way of expressing his love for his Father, for now in his human life too he is completely directed towards God. As it says in the Letter to the Hebrews (5: 1): “Every high priest is selected from among the people and is appointed to act on their behalf in relation to God.” This is said principally of Christ, and then of all Christians. To be a Christian is to be related to God in order to act on behalf of others, and both of these are priestly acts.

Then secondly, these ministerial activities are inherently sacrificial, in the Augustinian sense that “true sacrifice is every work done with the aim of uniting us with God in a holy fellowship.”
 This also appears in Paul’s appeal to the Romans (12: 1) “to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship,” and his reminder that his preaching of the gospel is a priestly service because it calls people to a life that constitutes authentic sacrifice (15: 16; cf., Cst. n. 31). Leo Dehon expressed the idea that all ministry is priestly and sacrificial when he said that our whole life should be “one never-ending Mass.”
 

Third and lastly, Christian priesthood is inherently a matter of being conformed to Jesus Christ, as Paul wrote to the Philippians (2: 5): “Have that mind in you which was also in Christ Jesus.” How this transformation is carried out is readily seen in the process of interior prayer: it begins with a teaching and learning moment when we allow Jesus to stand before our mind’s eye and say “Learn from me,” it proceeds to a transforming moment when we allow ourselves to be touched by the attitudes and dispositions that motivated him, and it concludes in moment of acceptance of Jesus’ words, “As I have done, now you go and do likewise (cf., John 13: 14).
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