Homily for the Ordination of Fr Joseph O’Brien

In 2009 - 2010 Pope Benedict XVI called for a Year for Priests. It was the 150%™ Anniversary of the
death of St John Vianney, the Patron Saint of priests and the model for diocesan priests. | realise for
you Deacon Joseph it was the time when you will have been moving from primary to secondary
school. A thought that makes the rest of us feel our age!

In his closing homily for that Year, Pope Benedict reflected on the priesthood in these words:

“The priest is not a mere officeholder, like those which every society needs in order to carry out
certain functions. Instead, he does something which no human being can do of his own power: in
Christ’s name he speaks the words which absolve us of our sins and in this way he changes, starting
with God, our entire life. Over the offerings of bread and wine he speaks Christ’s words of
thanksgiving, which are words of transubstantiation — words which make Christ himself present, the
Risen One, his Body and Blood — words which thus transform the elements of the world, which open
the world to God and unite it to him. The priesthood, then, is not simply “office” but sacrament: God
makes use of us poor men in order to be, through us, present to all men and women, and to act on
their behalf. This audacity of God who entrusts himself to human beings — who, conscious of our
weaknesses, nonetheless considers men capable of acting and being present in his stead — this
audacity of God is the true grandeur concealed in the word “priesthood””.

The word “audacity” has always struck me, and | hope it does you my brother and all of us who are
ordained. Audacity, to take a risk, to step out of the norm and go beyond what is expected. God is
audacious in entrusting us priests with His Son’s ministry. To preach and teach the Gospel, to
celebrate the Sacraments, especially the Holy Eucharist, to minster to the poor and accompany all
God’s people on their journey to Heaven.

At this Mass we witness the audacity of God as you, Joseph, are ordained a priest. Not simply an
officeholder but a Sacrament, called to transform people’s lives in forgiveness and absolution; called
to transform earthly elements into heavenly realities in the Eucharist.

All Sacraments change people and reality all the time. Today, Joseph, the Lord changes you to be His
Priest.

Our First Reading describes the Prophet Isaiah’s mission. At His hometown synagogue in Nazareth
Jesus chooses this text as an initial mission statement, if you will. My brother Joseph, the Lord now
anoints you with the Oil of Chrism to bring the Good News to the Poor, to bind up the broken
hearted, to proclaim liberty to captives to proclaim a year of favour for the Lord. To comfort those
who mourn, so that ashes become a garland, the mourning robes become the oil of gladness,
despondency becomes praise.

Many, many joys await you in your ministry. You will be the Lord’s anointed to make these graces and
joys present. Joseph, continue to pray for the people, the many, many unknown people you will
minister with and to. The Lord awaits you.

Pope Benedict’s words could lead us to an overinflated self-importance. Narcissism even. To counter
that temptation, we must recognise the gift of Holy Orders is always the Lord’s gift, not one we give
ourselves. The gift is given us for others whom we will serve. God is audacious, he takes the risk we
will serve, and keep on serving.



Joseph, you will serve like Christ the Teacher, like Christ the Priest, like Christ the Shepherd. By your
priestly ministry, Christ’s Body, the Church, will be built up and grow into a Holy Temple, the People
of God.

As Christ the Teacher, share the love of the Lord found in Holy Scripture. Share what inspires you,
share what does not inspire you, and be generous, be always generous.

As Christ the Priest, you will sanctify the people by presiding at the Church’s Liturgy. Be reverent, act
with the mind of the Church, and know what you do. Let the sacred rites be gateways not barriers for
people to encounter the healing presence of the Lord. Be generous, be always generous.

As Christ the Shepherd united with me and your brother priests, lead your people to heaven by
examples of holiness. Shepherds serve, they seek out the lost to save them. Be generous, be always
generous.

Our Second Reading and our Gospel, reflect on Jesus as the Good Shepherd and our call to be
Shepherds of the flock.

In the Gospel Jesus tell us He lays down his life for His Sheep. Jesus shows a commitment that goes
beyond a paid hired hand. So, it is with priesthood. We do lay down our lives in celibacy and in
obedience to the will of the Lord, to serve. To put the people first. You will find joy in your promise of
obedience and as you continue your celibate life. You will be free to serve, to be a Father to many.

In our Second Reading St Peter teaches us to be willing servants, not compelled. Compulsion is never
a good start for love. He advises us to serve eagerly for the good of the other and not for our own
benefit. Don’t be a dictator, don’t domineer or lord it over others. Be an example for others to follow.

In Rome | met a newly appointed Bishop from the Holy Land who in younger years was a real
shepherd in the fields. His testimony described the three ways we shepherd. There are times we lead
from the front, there are times we encourage and guide from the back of the flock. But the most
time is spent simply being in the field with the sheep. Not leading, not guiding, just being present. It
can be cold, smelly work, it may even seem pointless and not producing results the world or even we
world would want. But it is true shepherding, and it is so valued by our people. Just being the
presence of Christ. Be present to the people you serve. Be generous, be always generous.

When we met earlier this week, | confess your brief testimony of your calling moved me as it would
anyone. You spoke of your encounter with the Lord and Our Lady of Lourdes through your service
with HCPT. Serving our sisters and brothers who suffer in mind and body. Prophets come to us in
many different ways. It was St John Paul Il who reminded us that those who suffer and are so often
rejected by society are the true prophets of our time. You will know how those people have been
prophets for you. And by this Ordination and your ministry, prophets for our diocesan family too. We
thank them for being the Lord’s prophets.

Joseph, it is timely and a grace that later this week we will be in Lourdes, and | am sure you will have
the joy of giving thanks to the Lord and Our Lady for your call to the priesthood, recognising the
many prophets who will be with us. Where better to start your priestly ministry.

Our sisters and brothers who suffer also teach us that it is in our needs and indeed in our brokenness
where the grace of Holy Orders pours in. If we are to serve those in need, we can only do so, by
recognising our need of the love and forgiveness of the Lord. To fail to do so is a dangerous place to
go, so don’t fail. Don’t ever. As Pope Benedict preached, part of the audacity of God is that “He



makes use of us poor men in order to be through us, present to all men and women, and to act on his
behalf.”

The Holy Father continues,

“..God thinks that we are capable of this; that in this way he calls men to his service and thus from
within binds himself to them... We wanted to reawaken our joy at how close God is to us, and our
gratitude for the fact that he entrusts himself to our infirmities; that he guides and sustains us daily.”

My brother Joseph, welcome to the brotherhood of the priesthood, our joyful brotherhood of poor
men reliant on God’s grace. Today is a great joy for our diocesan family. We pray for you, Joseph, we
pray for our seminarians, David and Emmet, and we pray that many men will respond to the Lord’s
call to serve as His priests.

Pope Benedict again, “God is indeed waiting for us to say “yes”... We have to beg for workers for
God’s harvest, and this petition to God is, at the same time, his own way of knocking on the hearts of
young people who consider themselves able to do what God considers them able to do.”

Lord thank you for the audacious gift of Fr Joseph. Lord, we beg you, be audacious always and send
us priests. Amen.



