
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Rome, June 10, 2012 

Solemnity of the Body and Blood of the Lord 

 
 

   
 

 

     
 

 Dear Confreres, 
 

“Simon, son of John, do you love me? … Feed my sheep.” 
John 21:17 

 
 I. 250th Anniversary of the Episcopal Ordination of St. Alphonsus 

 
 1. On June 20, 1762, in the Church of Santa Maria sopra Minerva in 

Rome, Alphonsus Liguori was ordained a Bishop. This year, we 
celebrate the 250th anniversary of this event. This occasion calls us 

to reflect on the missionary service of St. Alphonsus as a 
Redemptorist and as a bishop. It reminds us that the “Congregation 

shares the mandate given to the Church, which … is missionary of 
its very nature” (Const. 1).   

 

 2. Why is this occasion so important to celebrate? Many Redemptorists 
are Bishops. Over the history of the Congregation, 154 

Redemptorist Missionaries have been called to the episcopacy. 51 of 
these Redemptorist Bishops are still living today. Most of them are 

Missionary Bishops, in challenging pastoral situations. Many have 
been chosen to serve as Bishops in diverse Oriental Churches. In 

communion with the universal Church, the Congregation is called to 
„breathe with both lungs‟ as a sign of unity in diversity. Twelve of 

our confreres presently serve as Bishops in the Ukrainian (9), 
Slovak (2), and Chaldean (1) Churches.   

 
 3. The Congregation is proud of these confreres who are called to the 

episcopacy. All are united with us in the same missionary vocation 
and spirit which animated St. Alphonsus throughout his life and 



 

service. This special anniversary is also an opportunity and an 

invitation for every confrere to deepen his own commitment as a 
Redemptorist Missionary and to give his life for plentiful redemption 

as fully as St. Alphonsus did. 

 
 

 
 II. What kind of Bishop was St. Alphonsus?  

 
 4. St. Alphonsus was an „unwilling‟ candidate for the episcopacy. On 

several occasions, he had avoided such an appointment. When the 
Pope named him as Bishop of Sant‟Agata dei Goti, nothing 

Alphonsus could do or say would persuade Clement XIII to change 
his mind. At last, Alphonsus accepted this new mission as the will of 

God, and gave himself totally to the ministry to which he was called. 
The gospel text chosen for the feast of St. Alphonsus is very 

appropriate: “Jesus made a tour through all the towns and villages, 
teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the Good News of the 

kingdom, and curing all kinds of diseases and sickness. When he 

saw the crowds, he felt compassion for them because they were 
harassed and dejected, like sheep without a shepherd” (Mt. 9:35-

36). Alphonsus followed Jesus the Good Shepherd in this spirit of 
the spirit of the gospel. 

 
 5. To serve as a Redemptorist Bishop in the spirit of St. Alphonsus is a 

missionary vocation. For the sake of the Church, both local and 
universal, the Redemptorist Missionary called to this ministry 

continues to give himself for plentiful redemption by „responding to 
the pressing pastoral needs of the most abandoned, especially the 

poor‟ (Const. 1). 
 

 6. In his biography, Fr. Rey-Mermet quotes from a letter written by his 
confessor about a month after Alphonsus‟ Episcopal Consecration: 

 

“Everyone admires his tireless energy, his great patience… and his 
big heart in giving audience to even the most insignificant person. 

He is always ready to go down to the Church to hear people‟s 
confessions or go to the parlor to listen to them. He will go 

anywhere if his presence will help. He is an untiring preacher…” (p. 
539) 

 
 7. Throughout the 13 years of his ministry as Bishop, Alphonsus 

continued to live in the manner which he had impressed upon his 
sons in the Congregation. He remained close to the people, 

receiving all who wished to see him – and visiting them in the 



 

parishes, towns and villages of the Diocese, teaching in their 

churches, and preaching the gospel wherever he went.  
 

 8. He preached with gospel simplicity and in a practical manner which 

the ordinary people could understand. He encouraged this same 
style of preaching throughout the Diocese. In his first circular to the 

priests and clergy, he wrote: “We also remind archpriests and 
parish priests of their obligation to preach every Sunday and feast 

day in a simple and popular way, bearing in mind the capacity of 
their audience… Country people will gain little or nothing from 

grandiose sermons. If anything, these people are damaged by high 
flowing words.” 

 
 9. It is also important to remember that as a Bishop, Alphonsus took 

his responsibility as a teacher very seriously. Throughout his years 
as Bishop of Sant‟Agata he continued to read and to study. He re-

edited and published further editions of his Theologia Moralia. 
During this time he also wrote the Practice of the Love of Jesus 

Christ, along with works on liturgy, reconciliation and confession, 

doctrine, and prayer.  
 

 III. Compassion and Justice: Marks of His Pastoral Ministry as 
Bishop 

 
“I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd is one who lays down his 

life for his sheep” (John 10:11).  
 

 10. As Bishop, St. Alphonsus had a particular concern with the 
material needs of the most abandoned and the poor, and a 

preoccupation with social justice. This concern was perhaps most 
clearly evident during the great famine of 1763-64. He was tireless 

in his efforts to respond to the growing crisis. He sold everything he 
could to raise funds to feed the hungry, even his carriage and 

horses. He chastised the superiors of religious houses who were 

reluctant to share generously because they had to „maintain‟ the 
religious men and women who depended on them. They would give 

to the poor only what they had „left over‟. He reminded them of the 
meaning of „maintain‟, saying that it meant it that the superior must 

provide only enough to keep the members of his community alive. 
Everything else must be given to those in need. He also reminded 

the civil authorities that this was not merely a question of charity, 
but of justice. Without food, the poor would rebel – and who could 

blame them?  
 



 

 11. Alphonsus took literally the words which Jesus spoke to Peter 

after the resurrection: “Do you love me? … Feed my sheep” (John 
21:9-19). Alphonsus commented on this passage himself, closely 

linking love of God and service of neighbor as essential elements in 

the discernment of a missionary vocation. He lived what he wrote. 
He shared everything he had to feed the sheep entrusted to his care 

– physically and spiritually. 
 

 12. On other occasions throughout his episcopate, Alphonsus 
spoke with insistence of the need to denounce injustice, for 

example the type of contracts which kept the peasants in perpetual 
servitude to their masters. The example of his life as a Bishop bore 

witness to the truth of his words as a preacher and author.  
 

 13. The mystery of Redemption can be understood as both kenosis 
and compassion (Com. 2, 2006 #14). Focused on the person of the 

Redeemer and moved by compassion for the abandoned and the 
poor, Alphonsus gave himself totally for plentiful redemption. He 

gave his life for his sheep. Afflicted with illness and worn out by his 

ministry, he thought of resigning. Hearing this, the Pope is reputed 
to have commented that from his sick bed, the episcopal ministry 

and presence of Alphonsus had greater impact for the good of 
people than many bishops at the courts of kings. 

 
 IV. The Example of Alphonsus and Redemptorist Missionaries 

called to the Episcopacy 
 

 14. Alphonsus remained true to his vocation as a Redemptorist 
Missionary throughout his service as Bishop. For him, the most 

difficult aspect of life as a Bishop was the separation from his 
beloved community. Tannoia quotes Alphonsus‟ cry that after 30 

years living in the fraternal charity of the community, he has now 
been cast out to live as a Bishop! I am sure that many of our 

confreres who have been called to the episcopacy understand this 

cry which came from Alphonsus‟ heart. 
 

 15. Redemptorist Missionaries who are called to serve the people 
of God as Bishops remain united with the Congregation by the 

bonds of fraternal charity which endure for life. There also remains 
a special and fraternal link with the Unit to which they belong, and 

with the confreres and communities with whom they have lived 
their missionary vocation. They continue to share in the spiritual 

and pastoral fruits of the Congregation. It is our hope that one day, 
many will return to community as St. Alphonsus did to continue to 

bear witness to our strong bonds with the universal Church, and to 



 

share in our mission in whatever capacity they can (Const. 55). All 

Redemptorists are missionaries! 
 

 16. In a certain sense, the Bishops chosen from among us by the 

Holy See are a visible and tangible sign that our ministry is directed 
towards the good of the universal Church (Const. 18). They are a 

sign of the appreciation of the Church for our Charism, as well as a 
mark of esteem for the individuals chosen for this service.  

 
 V. Conclusion and an Invitation 

 
 17. I realize that there is a great deal more which could be said. 

The Historical Institute has published an excellent special edition of 
Spicilegium Historicum in honor of this 250° Anniversary, with 

much more information and further reflections. I have simply 
attempted to highlight a few aspects of this celebration. This 

excellent volume can deepen our reflection both personal as a 
Congregation. 

 

 18. St. Alphonsus was a reluctant Bishop. He did not seek the 
episcopacy. He experienced it as a heavy cross. However, he lived 

this cross with courage, with grace and with apostolic zeal as a 
Redemptorist Missionary. The Congregation is justifiably proud of 

his remarkable service as we celebrate this 250° anniversary. At the 
same time, this anniversary calls each one of us to persevere in our 

missionary vocation, and to deepen our apostolic zeal.  
 

 19. For confreres called to serve as Bishops, we pray that this 
anniversary reminds you that you are truly Redemptorist 

Missionaries following in the footsteps of St. Alphonsus. May he 
continue to inspire and accompany you in your ministry. 

 
 20. For all Redemptorist Missionaries, may this anniversary call us 

to greater availability for the mission entrusted to us. Like St. 

Alphonsus, may we remain close to the people, especially the 
abandoned and the poor, with a particular concern for 

evangelization and justice. 
 

 21. I would like to conclude these few reflections with some 
thoughts from St. Alphonsus himself. Fr. Rey-Mermet quotes from a 

circular letter written by the Bishop in 1775: 
 

“My beloved brothers, I am certain that Jesus Christ is looking most 
lovingly on our small Congregation which is the apple of his eye. 

Experience has proven that he continues to make us worthy of 



 

being instruments of his glory in many countries, multiplying his 

graces. I shall not see it because my death is not far off but I am 
firmly confident that our small flock will continue to grow, not in 

riches and honors, but in the promotion of the glory of God. By our 

work Jesus Christ will be better known and loved by other men and 
women.” (p. 607) 

 
 22. As we preach the Gospel ever anew, may the celebration of 

this anniversary inspire every Redemptorist missionary – Bishops, 
priests, deacons, brothers, lay men and women – to follow more 

closely in the footsteps of Jesus the Redeemer in the spirit of St. 
Alphonsus. Amen. 

 
 

 
 

Your brother in the Redeemer, 
Michael Brehl, C.Ss.R. 

 

 


