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THE COMPANIONS OF CHRIST:

A VISION FOR THE FUTURE OF OUR CHARISM AT THE SERVICE OF THE

I. Outline

UNIVERSAL CHURCH

e (a) What our charism truly is

e (b) How it can be of service to the renewal of Church and world

e (c) How we can safeguard and deepen it as we grow.

II. What is a Charism?
e NT Roots: The “Grace” of Charismatic Gifts

o x&pig (charis = “grace”) and yapiopa (charisma = ?)

o “Having gifts that differ according to the grace [yapicpoata Katd TV xapv| given
to us, let us use them . ..” (Rom 12:6)

o “Now there are varieties of gifts [yapioudtav, charismdton], but the same Spirit; . . . To
each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.” (1 Cor 12:1, 4-11)

o “For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift [yépiopo Ouiv
TVELHOTIKOV] to strengthen you.” (Rom 1:11)

e In the Church’s Teaching

o Scholastic theology: Graces Freely Given vs. Sanctifying Grace

Gratiae gratis datae are bestowed on the soul by God for the salvation and
sanctification of others. They are sometimes called apostolic or
charismatic graces.

Gratia gratum faciens, or sanctifying graces, are bestowed by God on all the just
for their personal sanctification, making them pleasing to him. These include
habitual and actual graces.

o Definition in the CCC

799-800 Whether extraordinary or simple and humble, charisms are graces
of the Holy Spirit which directly or indirectly benefit the Church,
ordered as they are to her building up, to the good of men, and to the
needs of the world. . . . They are a wonderfully rich grace for the apostolic
vitality and for the holiness of the entire Body of Christ.

2003 Grace is first and foremost the gift of the Spirit who justifies and
sanctifies us. But grace also includes the gifts that the Spirit grants us to
associate us with his work, to enable us to collaborate in the salvation of others
and in the growth of the Body of Christ, the Church. There are sacramental
graces, gifts proper to the different sacraments. There are furthermore special
graces, also called charisms after the Greek term used by St. Paul and
meaning “favor,” “gratuitous gift,” “benefit.” Whatever their character —
sometimes it is extraordinary, such as the gift of miracles or of tongues —
charisms are oriented toward sanctifying grace and are intended for the



common good of the Church. They are at the service of charity which builds
up the Church.

= CHARISM: A specific gift or grace of the Holy Spirit which directly or
indirectly benefits the Church, given in order to help a person live out the
Christian life, or to serve the common good in building up the Church.

¢ Communal Charisms

o

o

(a) A special grace given to a community for the spiritual “benefit” of the Church and
the world, to build up and sanctify the Body of Christ.

(b) Elevates and highlights the importance of some value or good, which is meant for
the whole Church and all believers, through the witness of a community that lives it
with particular intensity and intentionality.

(c) Usually responds to some need for conversion or healing in the Church or the
world.

III. Our Charism: Priestly Fraternity

e What It’s Not:

o Another ecclesiastical buzzword
o Priests hanging out together more
o A group of priests living under the same roof
o A self-selected society of like-minded individuals
o A form of therapeutic emotional support
o A strategy for greater ministerial effectiveness
e Whatit Is:

o A Definition of Priestly Fraternity: Intimate bonds of friendship among priests, based

o

on their shared friendship with Christ and sacramental configuration to him.
1. Foundations in Sacramental Character (objective foundation)

®  “Priests by virtue of their ordination to the priesthood are united among
themselves in an intimate sacramental brotherhood . . . Each and every
priest, therefore, is united with his fellow priests in a bond of charity, prayer,
and total cooperation. In this manner, they manifest that unity which Christ
willed, namely, that his own be perfected in one so that the world might know
that the Son was sent by the Father (cf. Jn. 17:23).” (Vatican II, Presbyterorum
ordinis, 8)

» Sacramental character is a particular configuration to Christ:

® “The sacramental character is specially the character of Christ, to Whose
character the faithful are likened [configurantur] by reason of the
sacramental characters, which are nothing else than certain participations of
Christ’s Priesthood, flowing from Christ Himself. . . . Those who are deputed
to the Christian worship, of which Christ is the author, receive a character by
which they are likened [configurantur] to Christ.” (Aquinas, ST 111, q. 63, a.
3)



*  “[Sacramental character] is the signature which makes known that the
members of the God-man’s Mystical Body belong to their divine-human head
by assimilating them to him, and testifies to their organic union with him . . .
The character is to the Mystical Body of Christ what the general
configuration is to the members of the natural human body. This
configuration is the form and structure by which the various members are
fittingly accommodated to the structure of the head to which they are to
belong, and are therefore adapted, by virtue of their organic union with the
head, to receive influence and life from it, as also to serve as organs for its
activity.” (Matthias J. Scheeben, The Mysteries of Christianity, 582, 589-590)

o 2. Expressed through Friendship in Christ (subjective foundation)

* According to Aristotle, true friendship consists of two things:

(a) formally: to will good to one another

(b) materially: to share life together

= A. Willing the Good for One Another

“To be friends, then, they must be mutually recognized as bearing
goodwill and wishing well to each other. . . . Perfect friendship is
the friendship of men who are good, and alike in virtue; for these wish
well alike to each other gua good, and they are good in themselves.
Now those who wish well to their friends for their sake are most
truly friends.” (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, V111, 2-3)

True friends “will the same and reject the same”, zdem velle et idenr nolle.
(St. Aelred of Rievaulx, Spiritual Friendship, 1, 40.)

(13

[A true friend] is the companion of your soul...to whom you entrust
yourself as to another self, from whom you hide nothing, from whom
you fear nothing.” (St. Aelred of Rievaulx, Spiritual Friendship, 111, 6)

“True friends must be mutually committed to pursuing the virtuous
life. If two persons are really to be united in doing good for each other,
they must share a vision of what life is all about. If they have different
notions of what constitutes a life well lived, they will have different
notions of what it means to do good for each other. True friends
understand that the most important thing that they can do for each

other is to help each other walk down the path of virtue.” (John
Cuddeback, True Friendship, 65)

= B. Sharing Life Together

“Those who live together delight in each other and confer
benefits on each other, but those who are asleep or locally separated
are not performing, but are disposed to perform, the activities of
friendship; distance does not break off the friendship absolutely, but
only the activity of it. But if the absence is lasting, it seems actually to
make men forget their friendship; hence the saying ‘out of sight, out
of mind’... Those, however, who approve of each other but do not live
together seem to be well-disposed rather than actual friends. For there



Obj. 1

Obj. 2

is nothing so characteristic of friends as living together,
since...even those who are supremely happy desire to spend their days
together.” (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, V111, 5)

“Do friends always live together? If we understand live together’
propetly, the answer is yes... This is less a matter of where one lives than
a matter of how one lives. Friends want to do the same kinds of things,
and they want to do them together; they want particularly to share the
most important things in their lives...We can say that friends want to
live the same life together. To live the ‘same life’ does not simply mean
to live the same kind of life; it means to live literally the same life,
enacting it together...I want my friend to live a good life, the same
kind of life that I want for myself. But more than this, I want to be
good together with my friend; I want us to spend our days together, I
want our lives to coincide in a very real way.” (John Cuddeback, True

Friendship, 64-65)

: This isn’t possible. A pastor must live in his parish.

Can. 533 §1. The parish priest is obliged to reside in the parochial
house, near the church. In particular cases, however, where there is a
just reason, the local Ordinary may permit him to reside elsewhere,
especially in a house common to several priests, provided the carrying
out of the parochial duties is properly and suitably catered for.

Ways to establish a “common life” among priests who are not able to
live together: (1) Pray together; (2) Meet together (i.e., fraternal
accountability/ support groups); (3) Eat together; (4) Work together
(i.e., household chores and projects); (5) Study together; (6) Recreate
together (i.e., days off and vacations); (7) Minister together.

: This is exclusive.

Can. 278 §1. Secular clerics have the right to associate with others to
pursue purposes in keeping with the clerical state. §2. Secular clerics
are to hold in esteem especially those associations which, having
statutes recognized by competent authority, foster their holiness in the
exercise of the ministry through a suitable and properly approved rule
of life and through fraternal assistance and which promote the unity
of clerics among themselves and with their own bishop.

“So for friends too there is a fixed number—perhaps the largest
number with whom one can live together . . . and that one cannot
live with many people and divide oneself up among them is plain. . . .
Those who have many friends and mix intimately with them all are
thought to be no one’s friend . . . and such people are also called
obsequious.” (Aristotle, Nzcomachean Ethics, IX, 10)

IV. Our Charism at the Service of the Church and the World

The Renewal of the Priesthood



o We believe this is a movement of the Holy Spirit, who is inspiring in many hearts
the desire to pursue deeper fraternity and an intentional form of common life among
diocesan priests.

o See Anthony Isacco, “Why Priests Need Hope, and Community, Now More Than

Ever (National Catholic Register, July 21, 2025;
https:/ /www.ncregister.com/commentaties/isacco-ptriests-need-hope-and-
community).

o “Celibacy becomes a very meaningful sign, and above all becomes possible to live,
when priests begin to form communities. It is important for priests not to live far
off on their own somewhere, in isolation, but to accompany one another in small
communities, to support one another and so to experience, and constantly
realize afresh, their communion in service to Christ and in renunciation for the
sake of the Kingdom of heaven.” Pope Benedict XVI and Peter Seewald, Light of the
World: The Pope, the Church, and the Signs of the Times, trans. Michael J. Miller and Adrian
J. Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2010), 149.

e The Renewal of the Church and World
o CC Rule (St. Paul, 2015)

* 9. What is more, the divine gift of our fraternity is meant to become a
blessing that flows out into the world, an oil of gladness that touches and
heals our brothers and sisters living in a world wounded by division and
isolation. “The precious oil which anoints the head of Aaron does more than
simply lend fragrance to his person; it overflows down to ‘the edges™ of his
priestly robes, whete the names of the children of Israel are inscribed.! We
pray that God may draw us more deeply into authentic friendship with him
and with each other, so that our fraternal life may in turn foster a spirit of
true brotherhood and communion in the world.

* 19. In order to safeguard our common life, we will be ready to sacrifice time
spent with our families, our personal interests, and even our apostolates.
Though Our Lord sent his apostles out on mission, at times he also invited
them, “Come away by yourselves to a lonely place, and rest awhile” (Mk 6:31).
In the same way, our faithfulness to fraternal life even in the midst of our
priestly duties does not detract from our mission, but rather strengthens and
sustains us in it. By establishing a culture of communion and personal
encounter among ourselves, we also offer a much-needed witness to a
wotld preoccupied with individualism, efficiency, and hyperactivity.”

= 72. One of the most powerful evangelistic tools we possess as diocesan priests
living in fraternity is the “radiant and attractive witness of fraternal
communion” that we offer to the world.” When the Lord first sent out his

! Pope Francis, Homily for the Chrism Mass (28 March 2013).

2 As Pope Francis once exhorted priests: “Have the courage to go against the tide of this culture of efficiency, this
culture of waste. Encountering and welcoming everyone, solidarity—a word that is being hidden by this culture, as if it
wete a bad word—solidarity and fraternity: these are what make our society truly human. Be servants of communion and
of the culture of encounter!” Homily for Holy Mass with the Bishops of the 28th World Youth Day and with Priests,
Religious, and Seminarians in the Cathedral of St Sebastian, Rio de Janeiro (27 July 2013).

3EG §99.



disciples “two by two” to preach the Good News (Mk 6:7; Lk 10:1), it was not
only that they might benefit from the mutual help and encouragement which
would safeguard them from the dangers of loneliness and isolation," but
above all to make plain to them “that he who has not charity towards his
neighbor ought in no way to take upon himself the office of preaching.” Jesus
never desired that the intimate communion of his disciples should remain
closed in upon itself; rather, it acquired its full value only when it became a
witness to charity that evoked the admiration of the whole world and led
it to conversion.’ Indeed, this was his most earnest prayer to the Father at the
Last Supper: “That they may all be one...in us, so that the world may believe
that you have sent me” (Jn 17:21).

73. In the same way, our life of fraternity and prayer as Companions of Christ
serves first of all to strengthen our evangelistic witness, even as it also helps
to alleviate the physical, emotional, and spiritual burdens that accompany our
apostolic labors. For, “besides the advantage which comes to the apostolate
and its activities, the common life of priests offers to all, to fellow priests
and lay faithful alike, a shining example of charity and unity.”” As we live
in imitation of the early Church, loving one another “with glad and generous
hearts” and living in Christ with “one heart and soul” (Acts 2:46; 4:32), our
fraternal life serves as an eloquent witness to the loving communion of the
Most Holy Trinity.” This witness is most effective when we setve together in
parishes or other ministries, so that our unity in fraternal charity may inspire
the world today to say of us what was said of the Christians in ancient times:
“See how they love one another!”’

o Recent Magisterial Statements

“I especially ask Christians in communities throughout the world to offer a
radiant and attractive witness of fraternal communion. Let everyone admire
how you care for one another, and how you encourage and accompany one
another: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have
love for one another” (Jn 13:35).” (Pope Francis, EG §99)

“Many ways and means are at hand to make ongoing formation an ever more
precious living experience for priests. Among them, let us recall the different
forms of common life among priests, which have always existed, though
they have appeared in different ways and with different degrees of intensity, in
the life of the Church: “Today, it is impossible not to recommend them,
especially among those who live together or are pastorally involved in the same
place. Besides the advantage which comes to the apostolate and its
activities, this common life of priests offers to all, to fellow priests and
lay faithful alike, a shining example of charity and unity.’(230) Another
help can be given by priestly associations, in particular by priestly secular
institutes — which have as their characteristic feature their being diocesan —

4 Cf. PO §8.

> Gregory the Great, Hom. In Evan., 17.

6 Cf. EN {15.

7PDV §81.

8 Cf. VC §21.

9 Cf. Tertullian, Apology, 39.



through which priests are more closely united to their bishop, and which
constitute ‘a state of consecration in which priests by means of vows or other
sacred bonds consecrate themselves to incarnate in their life the evangelical
counsels.’(231) All the forms of ‘priestly fraternity’ approved by the
Church are useful not only for the spiritual life but also for the apostolic
and pastoral life.” (Pope John Paul 1I, PDV §81)

* “And further, in order that priests may find mutual assistance in the
development of their spiritual and intellectual life, that they may be able to
cooperate more effectively in their ministry and be saved from the dangers of
loneliness which may arise, it is necessary that some kind of common life
or some sharing of common life be encouraged among priests. This,
however, may take many forms, according to different personal or pastoral
needs, such as living together where this is possible, or having a common table,
or at least by frequent and periodic meetings. One should hold also in high
regard and eagerly promote those associations which, having been
recognized by competent ecclesiastical authority, encourage priestly
holiness in the ministry by the use of an appropriate and duly approved
rule of life and by fraternal aid, intending thus to do service to the whole
order of priests.” (Vatican II, PO §8)

V. Growing and Preserving our Charism

The Challenge: How to guard and maintain our charism of priestly fraternity even as we seek
to foster its growth in more and more dioceses?

o

“There is increasing interest in the idea of such a common life, not least because of
the scandals caused by the behaviour of priests living alone. All over the world we hear
of groups of priests attempting to found small communities on the ancient model. . .
. There will always be a few [priests] who are genuinely better off on their own, and
there will always be remote parishes and mission which are best served by hermit
priests, but the eremitical vocation is rare.” (Jerome Bertram, [72a Communis, 2773, 279)

Thus far the founding of new associations has occurred organically and informally:

o

o

1) A group of seminarians or priests encounter our life and a desire is sparked.

2) They begin to live the charism informally, reading, discussing, and praying about
our Rule and Statutes.

3) They approach us for help and advice, and we invite them to “come and see,”
especially by joining us for summer conference or an extended visit to one of our
households.

4) After months or years of prayer and discernment, with our moral support, they
approach their own Ordinary.

5) The Holy Spirit opens the bishop’s heart and mind, and he agrees to commend or
erect their association using some form of the S7azutes first composed in St. Paul.

As we are currently structured, there exist no canonical bonds between the separate
associations of the Companions of Christ. But is it sustainable for the future?

Some potential options going forward:



N.B.: We are, and have always been, deeply committed to remaining diocesan priests.

We believe the Lord has given us a specific charism that is at the service of the renewal
of diocesan priesthood.

= “4. By living this charism through the sharing of our lives with each other, we
seek to give concrete expression to the sacramental brotherhood of all priests,"
and contribute to the renewal of the Church and the diocesan priesthood
in our day.” (CC Rule, St. Paul, 2015)

Jerome Betram (17ta Communis, 278-290):
* 1. Full community life (priests living together in one quasi-monastic house).

= 2. Collegiate life (priests living in individual apartments within a single structure
with some common spaces).

® 3. Associated houses (priests living apart in individual houses alone, while
meeting together regularly).

Jean Baptiste Beyer, SJ, “Observations on Observations on the Statutes of ‘The

299,

Companions of Christ””:

®  “The Statutes of the Companions of Christ are a canonically sound, concise
expression of a way pf life conceived in response to the grace of priesthood
and its ministry within dioceses, as articulated by the Second Vatican Council.
Over and above this, the statutes embody a unique charism which, if lived
out, would radiate a magnificent element of diocesan spirituality. As such,
the fraternity responds to an action of the Holy Spirit that one already sees
at work in the Church, and receives here a form that is well balanced for
diocesan life. . . . The secularity of this association, specific to diocesan
priesthood, and its practical feasibility, will be most evident only as it is lived
out. In my humble opinion after many years of working with such groups as a
teacher and a consultor to individual institutes and Vatican Congregations, I
feel that the strengths of this group have much to offer to any diocesan bishop
and his clergy. It s to the benefit of any local Church to give an element of
freedom to the charisms which the Holy Spivit may be giving to it, since such
charisms are a sign of life in that local Church.”

o Various ways to structure the relationships between the different Companions of

Christ associations:

® a) Status quo: we continue to be independent, though spiritually linked private
associations of the faithful (can. 299) or public associations of clerics (can. 302)
in different dioceses.

* b) A confederation of public associations (can. 313)?

" ¢) A secular institute (cann. 710-730)?

10 Cf. PO §8.
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Observations on the Statutes of “The Companions of Christ”

The Statutes of the Companions of Christ are a canonically sound, concise expression of
a way of’ life conceived in response to the grace of priesthood and its ministry within dioceses, as
articulated by the Second Vatican Council. Over and above this, the statutes embody a unique
charism which, if lived out, would radiate a magnificent element of diocesan spirituality. As
such, the fraternity responds to an action of the Holy Spirit that one already sees at work in the
Church, and receives here a form that is well balanced for diocesan life.

Inlight of this general statement above, T would like to address some criticisms which
have beenraised unnecessarily against the statutes of the Companions of Christ.

1. Confusion of institutes of consecraied life and associations. Many, not excluding
some canonists, frequently perpetrate a confusion among four canonically distinct entities:
religious institutes, societies of apostolic life, secular institutes, and associations, whether of
diocesan clergy or laity. The use of the term “institute,” in a canonically wide sense, of its nature
presumes the existence of some rule or statute to guide its members. The objection that the term
“institute” should not be applied to the Companions of Christ is therefore out of place, and
bespeaks a literalism which in no way is consistent with the spirit of Book I1, Part 1.

2. Religious, secular institute, or association. Some have critiqued the statutes as being
the statutes of a religious group rather than being the statutes of an association. Such a critique
cannot but flow from the confusion mentioned in no. 1 above. This confusion leads many to

- incorrectly view life consecrated through the profession of the evangelical counsels as proper
only to religious life -- despite the call of Presbyterorum Ordinis (nn. 8, 15-17), more recent
magéisteri al encouragement regarding priestly associations, clear distinctions in the Code of
Canon Law, and encouragerent of new forms of consecrated life within the Code (c. 605).

3. Confusion regarding the evangelical counsels lived by diocesan priests in a common
witness. Parts of the critique leave one with the impression that diocesan priests, while forming
a presbyterium with their bishop, should nonetheless normally be obliged to live and minister
separately. Such a position, if taken seriously, would exclude a common lived out witness of the
evangelical counsels by an association within a broader diocesan presbyterium. One of the
essential elements (apart from ordination itself) that is cohesive of any presbyterium with its
bishop is the manner in which the individual presbyters live out the evangelical counsels in
sacculum. To say that a common witness to the evangelical counsels has no real place among the
secular clergy even runs contrary to the expectations of the people. Certainly, our people note the
absence of poverty lived out, the absence of chastity lived out, the absence of obedience and
respect to one’s superiors lived out, as a scandal not only to the individual priest, but also to the
entire presbyterate. Our people want a common witness to the evangelical counsels, and this is
what I see in the statutes of the Companions of Christ.

4. A Community Life. A critique is raised as to the practical viability of members of the

- Companions of Christ living together. Certainly the statutes take into account the rights of the
diocesan bishop and the needs of the local church for the supply of individual parishes. At the
same time, the statutes ask the members to witness to their life together, normally by living
together in small groups, but also in cases in which some might be unable to live under the same
roof. Approval of the statutes would in no way constrain the bishop to have the members live

_under the same roof. On the other hand, the statutes take serious note of the salutary effect that

living together as priests would have on their witness. The Magisterium has repeatedly
encouraged this possibility. In looking at developments within United States diocescs, it appears
that community life under the same roof is something which the American bishops themselves
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see as valuable. The union of churches with a sharing of a number of clergy, having associates
live in the parish house with the pastor, all seem to indicate the acknowledgment of community
life of priests under the same roof. It appears this issue is nothing more than a matter of logistics
and planning, which may or may not at times allow members to live together.

Having addressed some of the more specific critiques, I would like to make an
observation about the nature and validity of this group. Forms of life comparable to the
Companions of Christ, for priests in dioceses, have existed in many places and times within the
Church. In recent history, one thinks of the institute begun by Cardinal Mercier for priests within
his diocese of Malines-Bruxelles, the society of diocesan priests recently begun by Cardinal
Martini in Milan, and of many new forms of consecrated life for priests which have emerged in
this century, some which have already received formal recognition through inclusion in the 1983
Code of Canon Law, and others which are still in the early stages of their development.

In Presbyterorum Ordinis, the Council fathers recalled the splendor of the order of the
priesthood, and called all priests to a subjective perfection corresponding to that objective
splendor of their office, expressed in the ordination rite by the charge “imitate the mystery you
celebrate” (PO 12-13). The requirements for this inner perfection were then expressed in terms
of the evangelical counsels (20 15-17). Because the document aimed to provide for more
effective support in the life and ministry of priests as they attempt to pursue this perfection, in the
midst of increasing pressures and declining supports (PO 1), the Council also called for the
diligent promotion of associations of priests which foster priestly holiness in the exercise of the
ministry through brotherly help, noting the necessity of forms of community life among priests,
such as living together, sharing a common table, and meeting together at frequent intervals (PO
8). Itis noteworthy that despite declining numbers of priests and increasing demands on them
since the Council, the Magisterium has continued to call for such associations (cf,, Puastores
Dabo Vobis 81; Directory on the Ministry and Life of Priests 29).

The Companions of Christ have attempted to respond precisely to these two elements -
the living of the evangelical counsels, proper to diocesan priesthood, in a particular fraternal way
of life within a diocese. Furthermore, such an institute represents a “new style of pastoral life”
suited to serve the demands of the “new evangelization” (PDV 18). I do not find in the Statutes
any confusion regarding its nature, nor anything that would jeopardize the individual ri ghts of
those who associate with it, or compromise the promises made to the diocesan bishop or the
authority of the bishop with respect to the individual members.

The secularity of this association, specific to diocesan priesthood, and its practical
feasibility, will be most evident only as it is lived out. In my humble opinion after many years of
working with such groups as a teacher and a consultor to individual institutes and Vatican
Congregations, I feel that the strengths of this group have much to offer to any diocesan bishop

~and his clergy. Itis to the benefit of any local Church to give an element of freedom to the
charisms which the Holy Spirit may be giving to it, since such charisms are a sign of life in that

local Church.
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