
Homily for the Ordination to the Priesthood of Reverend Benjamin Hilton 

Leeds Cathedral, 20th July 2019 

1 

 

Through baptism, confirmation and the reception of Holy Communion, all the 

faithful people of God share in Christ’s priesthood; all are set aside, ‘consecrated’ 

and ‘dedicated’ for the work of God. Each member of the Church has a special 

dignity in Christ. Each member is anointed to offer a sacrifice of praise with both 

words and deeds; to make Christ known to others by the “testimony of a life 

resplendent in faith, hope and charity” (Lumen Gentium 31). 

In a unique way though, deacons, priests and bishops are set aside within the 

community of the faithful by the laying-on of hands at their ordination. This 

distinction, which is made between the ordained ministry and the ministry of all the 

faithful Holy People of God, is not one of degree between a greater and lesser but in 

the distinct forms of priestly service each is called to offer and give. These different 

forms of service are gifts given by Christ, a share of grace given to each member of 

the Church for the work of service. As we heard in the second reading from St Paul’s 

letter to the Ephesians: “Each one of us, however, has been given his own share of 

grace, given as Christ allotted it. To some, his gift was that they should be apostles; 

to some, prophets; to some, evangelists; to some, pastors and teachers; so that the 

saints together make a unity in the work of service, building up the body of Christ.” 

Today Ben, like Samuel in the first reading, you are responding to the call of the Lord. 

You have listened to the Lord’s voice and, through your own discernment and the 

discernment of those entrusted with your formation you have chosen to follow Him 

in the work of service as a pastor and priest. In your ordination today, you will be 

sacramentally configured to Christ the Priest and become a member of the ministerial 

priesthood; a priesthood which is distinct from, but at the service of, the priesthood 

of all the baptised. You will be joined to my priesthood as your Bishop and become 

a co-worker with me in the service of the people of God.  

The distinctiveness of the ordained ministry to which you are called though, should 

not lead to what is referred to currently by some as ‘clericalism’. In fact a true and 

accurate understanding of the theology and distinctiveness of the ordained ministry 

should provide the motivation for the eradication of ‘clericalism’ from the Church. 

For clericalism, does not truly result from the distinctiveness of the ordained 

ministry; nor has it anything to do, as some try to insinuate, with the particular way 

or form in which a priest celebrates the liturgy, nor the attire of a priest, or even less 

from the fraternity that exists among priests. 
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No, if we name clericalism as a corruption of the priesthood, it is because it is an 

abuse of the power which Christ gave to his apostles and an abuse of the commission 

given to them and their successors to exercise Christ’s office of Teacher, Priest, and 

Shepherd. Clericalism, properly understood, is an abuse of this threefold office. For 

in the exercise of this office, each of us who is ordained to the ministerial priesthood 

is called to be a father who protects and safeguards all the members of his family and 

not an abuser of the young or vulnerable; to be a shepherd who cares only for the 

welfare of his flock and not an uncaring or disinterested hired man; to be one who 

strives for holiness and not one who leads others into sin; to be a to be a teacher of 

truth and a dispenser of mercy, not a dictator or a harsh judge; and, above all, to be 

one who serves and not one who seeks to be served.

In the Gospel we heard that, at the last supper, no sooner had Our Lord entrusted 

both his priesthood and the gift of the Eucharist to his apostles than a dispute broke 

out among them “about which should be reckoned the greatest”. They were jostling 

for the seats of the highest honour. Yet the Lord knowingly entrusted His most sacred 

and divine gifts to these weak men, men who were prone to the sin of pride and the 

desire for recognition. If this was a failing of the apostles themselves, those who had 

been specially chosen by Christ and who lived and ate with Him daily; how right it 

is that we, his bishops, priests and deacons, should be ever wary of becoming so 

familiar with the holy things and the service entrusted to us by Christ that we fail to 

show them that love, devotion and reverence which is their due. 

This is why the priesthood, which is entrusted to us has, at its heart, the need for us 

to be constantly configured to Christ, to be shaped more and more into his likeness. 

The permanent and indelible sacramental reality of this configuration for you Ben 

will take place here, today, immediately, amidst the joy and celebration of your 

ordination. However, the human and temporal reality of this configuration will take 

place over time, in fact over the entire course of your lifetime as a priest. And this 

configuration to Christ will not be without a significant amount of struggle, even 

suffering, just as it was for the apostles; but it will also bring moments of intense 

grace and sublime joy as you deepen your friendship and your relationship with the 

Lord. 

Ben, this is why your relationship with Christ, and the people of God you are called 

to minister to, requires you to be faithful and constant in your willingness to be a 

man who serves. The sanctifying grace of the sacrament of Holy Order which you 

will receive today for the exercise of the priesthood is given in addition to that grace 
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of Holy Order you received at your ordination to the diaconate. The call of the Lord 

to serve, and the grace needed for that ordained ministry of service, precedes the call 

and the grace given for the ministry of the priesthood. Our Lord gave his apostles 

first an example to imitate, an act of humble and loving service - the washing of their 

feet. Only then, when this example is learnt, could they and we be entrusted with the 

gift of His priesthood and the offering His Body and Blood in sacrifice.  

Ben, remember; your diaconate does not disappear today but remains the permanent 

sacramental foundation for the exercise of your future priesthood. Your 

configuration to Christ the Servant must always be at the heart of your priestly 

ministry. The essence of your ordination today, is not the conferral of special powers 

but the sacramental configuration by which you will be drawn into a new 

relationship with Christ the Priest and with His Holy Bride the Church. 

This is why Pope Saint John Paul II often talked of the priest as one who, above all, 

has a unique relationship with the Eucharist. This is what he said: “The priesthood, 

in its deepest reality, is the priesthood of Christ. It is Christ who offers himself, his 

Body and Blood, in sacrifice to God the Father... The priest, in his daily celebration 

of the Eucharist, goes to the very heart of this mystery. For this reason, the celebration 

of the Eucharist must be the most important moment of the priest’s day, the centre 

of his life ... The priest truly acts in persona Christi. What Christ accomplished on the 

altar of the cross and what earlier still He had instituted as a sacrament in the Upper 

Room, the priest now renews by the power of the Holy Spirit. At this moment the 

priest is as it were embraced by the power of the Holy Spirit, and the words which 

he utters have the same efficacy as those spoken by Christ at the Last Supper” (John 

Paul II, Gift and Mystery). 

The institution of the priesthood then, is rooted in the institution of the Eucharist; 

mystically, the ordained priesthood was born at the moment of the institution of the 

Eucharist at the Last Supper. This is the mystery made manifest in the account of the 

institution of the Eucharist in the Gospel and it is the mystery made real each time 

the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass is offered on the altar. When you celebrate Mass 

therefore Ben, never, ever, pray without the most profound care and reverence, those 

words of consecration which emanated from the depths of Christ’s love and his 

unbounded desire to be close to His apostles. They are not words to be hurried or 

recited unthinkingly; they are words which should evoke the intimate memory of 

His sacrifice on the Cross for us, words to be spoken with love, awe and holy fear.  
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It is true that at our priestly ordination we are configured to Christ the Priest; yet we 

remain always imperfect men who struggle to persevere in our faith. It is true that at 

our ordination as priests we are given the sacramental grace to offer the Holy 

Sacrifice of the Mass; yet we do so always in and through the limitations and 

weaknesses of our own humanity. It is true that we are given the authority to absolve 

people from their sins in Christ’s name; yet we remain ourselves sinners, subject to 

the same temptations, hesitations and fears as others. It is true that we are given the 

grace to bring healing to the sick and comfort to the dying when we anoint them; yet 

we do so forever mindful of our own human fragility, our need for healing and our 

own mortality. It is true that we are called to be instruments of Christ the High Priest, 

to be an alter Christus, another Christ, to share in the powers of his office as teacher, 

sanctifier and leader; yet we must do this always as an icon and imitator of Christ 

the Servant who came as “one who serves”. At all times therefore, we who have been 

ordained bishop, priest or deacon, are called to the same profound service of the holy 

people of God. We are called to the same holiness of life, the same lasting conversion.  

Ben, on this joyful day of your ordination, as your bishop I ask of you this: love with 

all your heart the Church and God’s holy people. Try to celebrate every Mass with 

reverence and holy fear, as if each celebration were both your first Mass and your 

last. Celebrate all the sacraments with attentiveness, care and devotion. With 

courage, teach and preach the faith in all its fullness and truth. Always encourage 

the people you serve to be faithful to Christ’s Gospel and to the teaching of His 

Church but, please, please, be compassionate and forgiving when at times they fail 

or do not meet the hopes and expectations you have for them; for you will find that 

so many times they will readily forgive you for your weaknesses and for the times 

when you might fail to be the attentive and loving shepherd which they hope for and 

expect of you. Above all, throughout your life as a priest, be unfailingly kind and 

gentle to the young and old that Christ will entrust to your care and to your service.  

Remembering that Mary, Mother of our Lord Jesus Christ, is truly also the Mother of 

Priests, I pray with all my heart that through her intercession and unfailing help, you 

will be always a kind and gentle servant priest of Christ’s compassion and love, and 

that throughout your life as a priest you will know that authentic and lasting joy 

which comes from a deep friendship with Christ in the Eucharist, through 

perseverance in prayer and in the faithful loving service of God’s holy people. 

 Marcus Stock 

Bishop of Leeds 


