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Dear Seminarians!  Dear Sisters and Brothers!

It is a truly great joy for me to be with you in this House of Formation, as we celebrate the One Hundredth Anniversary of Catholicism in this Northern area of Uganda. Meeting with you young people, who are just setting out to serve the Lord, young people who want to listen to his call and follow him, is indeed a great blessing.  Allow me to express particularly cordial thanks to your Rector for his warm words of welcome. 

I would like to briefly consider with you this simple question: What is the purpose of a Seminary? Or perhaps better: What does this time in formation mean?  I am always especially struck by the account that St. Mark gives of the birth of the Apostolic community in the third chapter of his Gospel. The Evangelist says: "He appointed twelve…" Jesus makes something, He does something, it is a creative act, and He made them, "…that they might be with him, and he might send them forth to preach…" (Mk 3:14). 

We discover here a twofold purpose, which, in many respects, is consequential. First, "to be with Him" indicates what it says. They are to be with Him, in order to come to know Him, to hear what He says, to be formed by Him; they are to go where He goes, to accompany Him on his path, gathering around Him and being His disciples. Then to be missionaries who go out, who take with them what they have learned from Jesus, bringing it to others who are also on a journey, be they found in the margins, the wide open spaces, or even places far removed from Him. 

These two acts bespeak of an underlying unity: if the disciples are truly with Him, then they are also always journeying towards others, searching for the lost sheep, passing on and making known as His envoys what they have found. Conversely, if they desire to be effective envoys, then they must always be with Him. As His priests, we must go out into the many different streets, where we find people who are created to be invited to His wedding feast; but this can only be done if, in the process, we always remain with Him. Learning this unique combination of going out on mission, and, at the same time remaining with him, is precisely what we have come to the Seminary to understand. Each of us must discover the right way of remaining with Him, becoming more deeply rooted in Him, more inseparable from Him, and more aware of His presence; while at the same time, fearlessly going forth, bearing, and passing on the Gospel message, the Word, to those who are far away and who, as God’s creatures and as people loved by Christ, all have a longing for Him in their hearts.

The seminary is, thus, a time for training and learning, but it is also, naturally, a time for discernment: Does Jesus really desire me to be a Priest? The mission must be tested, which includes being in community with others and interacting with your formators and spiritual directors, in order to discover what the Lord’s will is for you.  Learning His will requires that we also learn to trust; if Christ truly wants this, then I can give myself over to him completely. In today’s world, which is in a constant state of flux and is changing in such an unprecedented way, where stable human relationships are traded for temporary, superficial encounters, it becomes more and more difficult to believe that I might persevere for the whole of my life. 

Even during my own years in the Seminary, it was not exactly easy to imagine how many years God might give to me or how different the world would become in that time. I recall wondering if I would I be able to hold firmly to Him, as I would eventually promise to do for the whole of my life.  This question surely demands the testing of one’s vocation, and, once I recognize that Christ does indeed desire me for Himself, it demands trust.  My young brothers in the Lord, if He wants you to be a Priest, then He will also draw you close, He will be there in the hour of temptation and need, and He will send people to you to show you the path. Faithfulness is genuinely possible, because Jesus is always there - because He is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow - because He has promised to support us at all times (cf. Heb. 13:8; Matt. 28:20).

So, the time in the Seminary is a time for discernment, a time for learning, a time for vocation.  Yet, none of this is possible without a continually developing and deepening life of prayer: taking time to be with Him Who lives us and to listen to His heart.  Learning to really and humbly listen to Him in this present moment - through the words of Sacred Scripture, through the articulations of the Faith of the Church, through the Mysteries of the Sacred Liturgy – is absolutely critical to a happy and holy priestly life.  In Scriptural exegesis, we can learn much about what happened in the past, what sources exist, what communities were active, and so on. All of these things are  important.  More important still is the discovery that, from this past, we can and should learn about the present moment, that Christ is speaking these same words to us now, always present, over and above the historical circumstances from which they came. His words and actions contain a fullness which speaks to all times, and it is important to learn to listen to this present-day dimension of His Word, and, in turn, to be able to speak of it to others. 

One final point for your consideration: as you prepare for the Priesthood, remember that study is very much a part of the journey. It is not some sort of academic accident that has arisen in the Church; rather, it is something vital and essential. To study the works that document the Church’s life are critically important for you, and in a particular way, Africae munus, our Holy Father Benedict XVI’s Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation on the Church in Africa, is worthy of special attention. 

We take Seminary study very seriously, following the advice given by St. Peter, who tells us to "Always be ready to give an explanation to anyone who asks you for a reason for your hope." (1 Peter 3:15)  Our world today clings to rationalism and thinks itself thoroughly scientific, albeit often pseudo-scientific at best.  A truly scientific spirit, that seeks to understand, explain, gain sure knowledge, and reject the irrational, still exists in our time. There is a good use of this approach, even if often concealed by human arrogance and nonsense. 

The world of faith is often dismissed as being in opposition to science and reason, or, at best, is seen as some counterpart to the world of feelings to which we can still afford to cling.  However, these mistaken notions distract from the fact that Faith is the key that encompasses everything, gives it meaning, makes sense of it, and provides its inner, ethical orientation, making clear that it is to be understood and lived as tending towards God and proceeding from God. In this context of faith, then, it is important to be informed and to understand, to have an open mind and to learn, remembering always the Person of Jesus Christ, the only Source of genuine Truth.

Before I conclude, allow me to share with you several insights that will, I pray, bring you both holiness and happiness in being Jesus’ disciples who are discerning His call.  First of all, foster and have great love for Jesus Christ in the Most Blessed Sacrament – you will be minister of this Sacrament! He is truly present in the Eucharist, so try to know Him well and remain united to Him, doing everything with great Faith and great trust in Him. Secondly, always be faithful to the Church and her Teaching - pray with her, love her, make her known, and always be ready to bear uncompromising witness to her, as your holy Martyrs did before you. Finally, be strong and courageous men of God - be content, be happy, and always joyful, because the Christian life is a most beautiful thing! (cf. Phil. 4, 4). I invite you to be “apostles of young people of your own generation by inviting them to follow Jesus Christ in priestly life. Do not be afraid! The prayer of many people accompanies and sustains you (cf. Mt. 9:37-38).” (Africae Munus, n. 124). 

In closing, allow me to pose a question for each one of you to formulate a response, both personally and together as Brothers: what kind of priest do I want to be? A priest who testifies to Christ because he believes, loves, and he shows it in his action and life? What kind of priest do I want to be for the Church a half-century after the Second Vatican Council? Am I ready to take on the heritage gained and built up through the dauntless hard work and the blood shed by so many martyrs, holy missionaries, and men and women of Faith? Can Christ and the Church trust me? Am I really ready to serve in celibate chastity – as total gift to Christ? Do I have the heart of Christ to build up the Church and undertake the evangelization in the Twenty-First Century?  The answer now is up to you. 

Thank you very much, and
+MAY GOD BLESS YOU ALL!+
