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Prejudices form when we think we know someone, but we don’t. We categorize people into a group without thinking of them as individuals. Getting to know someone should eliminate prejudices. You will still find weaknesses in the person, but you will also find strengths. When you know an individual, you can love that person, even if you don’t always agree.

This past week the priests of our diocese gathered for our annual continuing education days. Our presenter put us into four groups based on our year of ordination: before Vatican II, during the council, the first years after the council, and those with no lived experience of Vatican II. Each group reflected on our strengths and weaknesses, and we asked questions of the other groups. All this happened with respect and insight. As a result, we got to know each other more as individuals and less as stereotypes. We don’t always agree, but we stopped forming judgments about different generations by listening to what they really thought. I’m sure it’s no surprise to you that each priest has weaknesses. We know that. We recognize that in ourselves, and we try to do better.

The Letter to the Hebrews describes Jesus Christ as a great high priest who has passed through the heavens. At the time this letter was written, the only priesthood was in the Jerusalem Temple, where the high priest once a year entered the holy of holies to carry the sins of the people. The holy of holies represented the closest thing on earth to heaven. Jesus, through his ascension, entered into heaven, the real holy of holies, where he offers forgiveness for our sins. Around the Jerusalem Temple, people probably thought of their priest the way Catholics do today: they knew their priest. They knew his strengths. They knew his mistakes. Yet he still had this responsibility for them, so they accepted him. They didn’t always agree with him, but he was their priest. Jesus was a different kind of high priest because he never sinned, even though he faced the same temptations we face. He was God, so he never gave in. But he was also human, so he can sympathize with us when we do.

The humanity of Jesus provides great comfort to Christians. We believe in a God who understands us, not in a God who is totally remote from us. When we sin, we know that God will offer us forgiveness. Each of us has experience that can help us understand the temptations of others, even when they fail. The generations within the Catholic priesthood today are similar to the generations within a family. In every family some people don’t get along very well with others. Each generation has strengths and weaknesses, so it is easy to form prejudice about them. What helps is when generations spend time together, getting to know each other as individuals, not as stereotypes. Then we can love one another better, even if we don’t always agree.

