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In the last week of August of 2017, 
a canon law researcher assembly 
discussed in Venezia, what is the most 
effective way to explain the suitability 
for holy orders regarding the question 
of recognition of sacred vocation and 
of the selection by the Church for 
those services. This discussion has 
been concluded into the preparation 
of two correlated volumes. The first 
one – published under the supervision 
of Studium Generale Marcianum - 
Facoltà di Diritto Canonico S. Pio X 
(Venezia) in July of 2018 – was entitled 
Discernimento vocazionale e idoneità al 
presbiterato nella tradizione canonica 
Latina, published by Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, in Series of Pontificio 
Comitato di Scienze Storiche.

The main objective of the Italian 
volume was to give an articulated, 
understandable style summary, which 
scientifically grounded, expansively 
– with attention especially to the 
ecclesiastical readership – presents 
the development of Church discipline 
on suitability for priesthood, since 
the Apostolic Age until our time. The 

second English volume – published 
in December of 2019 – has a different 
goal. Members of the International 
Canon Law History Research Center 
(which works at Pázmány Péter Catholic 
University) have dedicated this work 
primarily to the scientific scholarly 
community, and they modified not 
only the publishing language, but the 
temporal extent too as compared with 
the Italian publication. The book, 
entitled Becoming a Priest. Canonical 
Discipline and Criteria on Suitability 
for Candidates therefore describes the 
necessary ecclesiastical norms, dealing 
with the process of preparation for the 
priesthood from the birth of the Church 
until the detailed disciplinary criteria of 
Decretum Gratiani (about 1140).  

If we take a glance at the structure of 
this English volume, we can easily see 
that its basis is the system of the main 
– most important – historical epochs of 
canonical legislation, which is followed 
by the editors and also the authors of 
the book regarding the concrete periods 
in the selection of topics for individual 
chapters. The editors asked the most 
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significant – with relevant researching 
results – experts of the particular 
epochs. Moreover, among the authors 
we can recognize a representative of the 
new generation of researchers, Marcos 
Torres who besides his ecclesiastical 
assignment prepares his doctorate at 
Universidad San Dámaso, Madrid. 
Through the composition of Chapter 
III he has become an affiliated member 
of the ICLHRC from his former – 
independent scholar – status.  

The volume – which was arranged 
to reach the afore-mentioned scientific 
goal – shows a quite unified approach 
to the topic of suitability for priesthood, 
from the beginning to the middle of 
the 12th century. The reader is able to 
find easily within the structure of the 
chapters the well balanced, accurate 
answers for the same questions of every 
single epoch of the canonical legislation.  
The unified and consequent terminology 
is really helpful to let us understand 
that gradually crystalizing disciplinary 
order – inserting the most important 
clear and certain principles from the 
New Testament and from the constant 
ecclesiastical disciplinary tradition – 
which guaranteed the criteria to receive 
the holy orders for centuries within the 
Church. 

Anzelm Sz. Szuromi, OPraem. and 
Nicolas Álvarez de las Asturias briefly 
sketch the above described process, 
the goal and activity of the ICHRC, 
moreover the fundamental reasons and 

principles of the composition of this 
present volume (p. 11-13).

The work is distributed into five 
chapters, enlightening the suitability for 
the entire panorama of criteria of sacred 
orders, beginning with the foundation 
by Christ, until the detailed analysis 
of the disciplinary material of the 
Decretum Gratiani. Szabolcs Anzelm 
Szuromi, OPraem. explaining the very 
first epoch, including the teaching 
of the New Testament, but even the 
so-called Roman time and the question 
of priestly suitability within this period 
(pp. 15-38). Prof. Szuromi gives not only 
theological definition of the difference 
between the Old Testament and New 
Testament priesthood (p. 16-18), but 
outlines the special characters of the 
gradually defining process of deacon, 
presbyter and episcopal degrees during 
the 1st and 5th centuries. The author 
emphasizes the analysis of the early 
councils and their decisions regarding 
the holy orders, the original sources 
and meaning of celibacy, the origin of 
deaconess’ service within the Eastern 
Church, and the explanation of special 
status of presbyters in the 3rd and 
4th century. There is a particularly 
important reference to St. Chrysostom 
(†407) and to his masterpiece: Treatise 
on the priesthood (p. 29-31), wherein 
the 4th-5th century patristic author points 
out that to the priesthood pertains the 
absolute relinquishing of everything for 
Jesus Christ, including marriage. The 
chapter concludes with the clear-cut 
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prescriptions of the Statuta Ecclesiae 
Antiqua (p. 32-38). These centuries are 
continued with the exposition of the 
declining period of the Roman Empire, 
which covers the effect of the great 
migration and the conversion of new 
nations to the Catholic faith, described 
in detail by Card. Péter Erdő (p. 39-61).

After the complete ecclesiastical 
historic overview on “Barbaric 
Kingdoms” (p. 39-46) the Author turns 
to the listing of criteria for deaconate and 
priesthood based on the contemporary 
original sources (p. 46-59). Within 
this precise description he speaks 
firstly on the criteria of health then 
the spiritual and moral requirements 
(considering the material of Statuta 
Ecclesiae Antiqua and the Collectio 
Hibernensis). After that, we can read 
on the conditions of mental capacities, 
social status, age, life-state, self-denial 
and celibacy. In Chapter III, Marcos 
Torres shows the suitability for sacred 
services in the epoch of the Carolingian 
Reform and its state and canonical 
sources, including the so-called ‘mixed-
collections’ (p. 63-99). He speaks as 
an introduction about the mentioned 
reform itself, the origins of the different 
sources, their genre and authority 
(i.e. universal, particular) [p. 63-68]. 
Then he undertakes to construe that 
way in which the ancient disciplinary 
material was included in the Carolingian 
collections (p. 68-86). The systematic 
presentation of the disciplinary material 
of the contemporary – 9th-10th century 

– collections on priestly suitability 
is supplemented with the particular 
canonical legislation and its correlating 
texts.

Nicolas Álvarez de las Asturias 
focusses on the old canonical discipline 
which appeared in a new interpretative 
horizon in the 11th century regarding the 
suitability of the sacred ministers as part 
of a new reform within the Church. His 
contribution occupies Chapter IV in this 
volume (p. 101-122). He considers the 
novelty in state and Church law during 
the time of the Gregorian Reform, 
with special attention to the concept of 
Collectio Lanfranci (p. 102-105). There 
is also an independent article on the new 
canonical texts which were used for the 
regulation of suitability for priesthood 
in that time (p. 105-121), emphasizing 
the importance of the disciplinary 
material of Collectio canonum in V 
Libris, Diversorum Patrum sententie 
sive collectio in LXXIV titulos 
digesta, Collectio canonum Anselmi 
Lucensis and the canonical work of 
Ivo of Chartres. Chapter V as the last 
section gives a very clear and minute 
interpretation of the Decretum Gratiani 
on the disciplinary system, picture, and 
conditions to worthy select candidates 
for priesthood, written by Joaquín 
Sedano (p. 123-148). He gives not only 
circumspect methodological support 
to understand Decretum Gratiani’s 
technique and principles, including 
to interpret those canons which deal 
with suitability for priesthood (p. 123-



 Lumen V eritatis - vol. 12 (3-4) - n. 48-49 - Julho a Dezembro - 2020, p. 449-500 499

Resenhas

128), but also explains independently – 
using accurately the method of textual 
comparison – the human and spiritual 
capabilities fulfilling the mentioned 
criteria (p. 128-138). Finally, we can 
read the prohibitions and impediments 
to be a priest (p. 139-145). 

The editors reiterate in the Conclusion 
those constant and imperishable 
principles which have been permanently 
present in the canonical discipline as 
criteria for suitability of candidates in 
all times. This underlines the sacred 
services as special “gift” which can be 
read very clearly in the New Testament 
at the narrative on the selection of the 
apostles by Jesus Christ. The Decretum 
Gratiani shows well that the disciplinary 
synthesis which, based on the Holy 
Scripture, Holy Tradition, and statement 
of the Magisterium of the Church was 
established for the 12th century provided 

a stable basis for subsequent centuries to 
select prudently worthy Christ-faithful 
for holy orders (p. 149-152). The volume 
is facilitated with a detailed updated 
scientific bibliography (p. 153-164).

The above summarized volume – 
thanks to the original sources and the 
precise explanations, moreover the 
updated competent bibliography, and 
the well-balanced conclusions – is a 
real help for anyone seeking assured 
knowledge on the first twelve centuries’ 
disciplinary criteria for candidates of 
degrees of holy orders. These criteria 
were not only a guarantee of suitability 
for service of Jesus Christ himself, but 
have established a firm foundation of 
doctrine and discipline for the later 
epochs.

Bruno Esposito, OP


