MEETING

of the Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples

with the Priests

Friday, October 4,2013 – 5:30pm

Dear Brothers in the Priesthood,

1. I cannot come to this blessed land, the land of martyrs and of a living Church, where the first Christians waited many years before a priest would be able to take care of the proto-community that arose through the cultural and religious initiative of John Baptist YI Byeok and his scholarly companions, without having the opportunity to meet with and to address my thoughts and words to the clergy of this Country.  I greet all of the priests who live and work in Korea, especially from the clergy of the Diocese of Suwon who are present here today. I invite all of you to persevere in continuing to carry out your particular pastoral ministries with zeal and enthusiasm. To you I bring the esteem and encouragement of Pope Francis, with whom I spoke about my pastoral trip to Korea, and I impart to you His Blessing.

2. The forefather of the Korean clergy is certainly Saint Andrew Kim Taegon, who was ordained a priest in 1845 and almost immediately became a martyr for the Faith, just one year after his Priestly Ordination.  You, dear priests of Korea, therefore have as a forefather a noble confrere as such, who was soon joined in gaining the crown of martyrdom by three Bishops, eight Priests, and numerous Christian faithful.  In this way, the blood of this Land’s native children was united with that of the missionaries.  The brief life of St. Andrew Kim does not shine with extraordinary actions or through a luminous culture or who knows what other aspects beyond the usual.   His short life shone for three principal reasons: fidelity to the principles of the Faith learned and seen in his noble family; his profound desire to be a priest, for which he prepared with determination and generosity (we recall, for example, the awkwardness he dealt with for going to study in Macao); and his witness before the Mandarin, the Governor, and finally before the King, refuting every form of apostasy in spite of atrocious tortures. He was beheaded on September 16, 1846, in Seoul, becoming the proto-martyr priest of the nascent Church in Korea.

3. This brother priest of ours no doubt can be seated together with so many priest-martyrs of the Church, at the “right hand of God”, having had the grace to hear from Christ, the Eternal High Priest, the most consoling words that all of us want to hear one day at the end of our lives: “Good and faithful servant … share your Master’s joy” (Matthew 25:21).  You, dear brothers in the Priesthood, thus have a great forefather in the priestly genealogy of the Church in Korea of whom to be rightly proud.

4. You know well the life of the People with whom you share it.  Today, it is legitimate to ask: what do they and the Church today ask of me, a priest in Korea?  To attempt to respond, I would like to reflect upon, as a paradigm, the passage of the Gospel of Luke 10: 1-20, where it says that one day the Lord called His disciples to Himself and He sent them in pairs to every city and place He intended to visit.  “He said to them, ‘The harvest is abundant but the laborers are few”.  In this Gospel passage, if we pay attention, we see that Jesus gives direction on a few things about which I will try to remark.  He said: ask the Master of the harvest to send out laborers for his harvest; go like lambs among wolves; do not carry a money bag or sack; enter into a house first say “Peace to this household”; do not move about from one house to another; cure the sick; and announce the Kingdom of God and the conversion from sin.  The Gospel indicates that after a certain time, the disciples returned and gave an account of their experiences to the Lord; they were moments full of joy and they recalled the marvels that they had done in the name of Jesus.

5. For us as priests of Christ today, what do these directives mean; what sense do these words of the Master have?  Let us briefly focus our attention on them.

a. The first directive of Jesus is clear: “Ask the Master of the harvest”.  Above all, there is a specific invitation to prayer.  If we are called to be men of God, we are and we must  be men of prayer.  This cannot and must not be lacking in our lives and has priority over every human and pastoral activity.  I refer, for example, to the official and common prayer of the Church, such as the Liturgy of the Hours, that can never be omitted from the day and that intimate and personal prayer through which we maintain a close bond of affection with Christ.  How often to people stop us and ask, “Father, pray for me!”  Certainly, we do not fail to assure them that we will indeed remember them, but then do we do it?  This is to say that the people consider us to be men of prayer, and it falls to us to have at heart, with prayer, the needs of our faithful.  I need not recall how many times the Lord advised His disciples to pray; but there is a special prayer that the Lord asks us to address to God: “… so ask the Master of the harvest to send out laborers for his harvest” (Luke 10:2).  A priest who does not have this yearning in his heart, that is, to pray for his faithful, for vocations, and for our perseverance, is like a parent who does not want children or that does not want to be worried about them.  This is a sterility of pastoral care, of mind, and of heart.  We are the first in line to have been called to have a heart for vocations, because the young of today will be our successors tomorrow in the vineyard of evangelization and of grace.

b. The second thing that Jesus directs concerns the spirit with which we accept being shepherds: “I am sending you like lambs among wolves.”  He deals with an interior disposition that differentiates us from every other type of organization and service.  We have within ourselves the strength of God, Who is neither a predator, nor quarrelsome, nor a plunderer.  Rather, it is Christ Himself Who give us an example, as He was “like a trusting lamb led to slaughter” (Jeremiah, 11:19) that “… the Lord laid upon him the guilt of us all … he shall take away the sins of many, and win pardon for their offenses” (Isaiah, 53:6,12).  Recently, Pope Francis, in a meditation at the chapel in the Domus Sanctae Marthae, said that priests must ask for two graces from Mary: “to endure with patience and to conquer with love oppressions both internal and external” (May 24, 2013, in L'Osservatore Romano, [English ed.], n. 22, May 29, 2013).  These seem tone to be beautiful and meaningful words.  In another meditation, he affirmed that, “the only weapons by which we can defend ourselves is the Word of God, humility and meekness” (May 4, 2013, in L'Osservatore Romano, [English ed.], n. 19, May 8, 2013).
c. A third area regards the freedom from material things.  It is an extremely delicate aspect about which we are accustomed to much discussion, particularly on the true sense that Christ intended by His words.  In reality, we will never find this special sense because the words are there, clear and simple, and each person accepts them according to the disposition of his or her heart.  He simply said, Carry no money bag, no sack” (Luke, 10:4).  Pope Francis insists very much on this priestly characteristic, recalling that when a Bishop, priest, or religious is left to be overcome by preoccupation with the “bag” and the “sack”, they risk being transformed into shepherds, who like wolves “devour the flesh of their own sheep” (May 15, 2013, in  L’Osservatore Romano [English ed.], n. 21, May 22, 2013).  He cited a strong expression provided by the great Pastor, Saint Augustine, who said further: “When a priest, a Bishop puts money first, the people do not like it and this is a sign. And he himself does not end well … And when a Bishop, a priest takes the road of vanity, he enters into the spirit of careerism and does great damage to the Church, and in the end becomes even more ridiculous” (Ibid.).
d. A fourth specific thing that Jesus instructs is found in the words: “Into whatever house you enter, first say, 'Peace to this household'” (Luke 10:5).  I believe that these are the most beautiful words to say.  Saint Francis made this the motto for his brothers: “Peace and Good”, that they had to repeat every time they began to speak or entered into a place.  Because peace is intended most of all for the spirit, the interior house of each person is often disturbed by facts, words, sinful situations, divisions, conflicts within oneself or with others, and dissatisfaction with one’s own existence.   But it is also intended for the places we enter: namely, workplaces, in society, and even the Church herself and among Christians.  It is our task to be peacemakers, to give the first gift of the Risen Christ for the troubled hearts of His disciples, who had abandoned the suffering and disturbed by His death, the suicide of Judas, and for the crisis of all those who dreamed for themselves and for Israel.  As priests, moreover, we must pay attention to build an atmosphere of peace in our presbyterates.  We must never forget the promises that we freely made the day of our Priestly Ordination: the obligations of the priestly life, fidelity to the Faith of the Church, the celebration of the Sacraments, steadfast prayer, and filial obedience to the Bishop.
e. Do not move about from one house to another” (Luke 10:7), Jesus teaches.  That is, the Faith is not proselytism, neither is it an ideology; on the contrary, when one enters ideology or proselytism, one no longer understands anything, because these elements falsify the Gospel, says Pope Francis.  Holy evangelizers are those who bring the Church forward, those who follow the path of conversion, the way of humility, of the heart, the path to beauty [Homily of April 19,2013 in L’Osservatore Romano, April 20, 2013] . One needs to take care not to imitate sects and other similar phenomena by proselytizing, which abuses the Word of Christ and has as its principal interest concern over numbers and, not infrequently, commercialism. In contrast, the methodology of the first Korean Christians is interesting, who entrusted themselves to the Word of God and to searching for the truth, giving life to that proto-community at the very foundation of the spread of the Gospel in Korea.
f. Jesus directs furthermore that it falls to His disciples to “cure the sick”, to announce “the kingdom of God” (cf. Lc 10,9) and to preach repentance (cf. Mc 6,12). We must seek to understand these words well as priests, because this concerns the authentic service that is proper to us as priests and is only entrusted to us as priests.  We are therefore neither dealing with a substitute for medicine, nor something that one practices professionally.  Even less are we to be sociologists, psychologists, or psychiatrists.  What Jesus asks of us as priests is the care of the spirit, to give hope to the desperate, and to point to a new life to those who are suffering and in pain.  This ministry is typically priestly and belongs to those who sit in the confessional, those who leave the door of welcome open, who willingly spend their own time for the sake of a brother or sister who is in difficulty, and who are not annoyed because they have other things to do.  He who loves spends his life like a good shepherd.
6. I would like to conclude my words by suggesting to you, dear priests, the joy of spiritual fatherhood.  I will do this with the beautiful words of Pope Francis, which, in a very effective way in a recent homily, expressed it like this: “It is a grace that we priests must implore … the grace of pastoral fatherhood, of spiritual fatherhood.  Indeed, although we can all have sins, even many sins, not having spiritual sons and daughters, to not become fathers, is equivalent to living a life that does not reach the end, but stops half way.  And, therefore, we must be fathers. But, it is a grace that the Lord gives.  The people speak to us like this: ‘Father, Father, Father.’ This is as it should be, Fathers, with the grace of spiritual fatherhood.  We give thanks to the Lord for this grace of fatherhood in the Church, that comes from father to son.  And I think,” concluded the Pope, “of these two images …: the image of Abraham who asked for a son … of Abraham with staff in hand, defending his family; and the image of the elderly Simeon in the Temple, when he received the new life, made a spontaneous liturgy, a liturgy of joy, to Him.” (Homily, June 26, 2013, in L’Osservatore Romano, June 27, 2013). 
Dear Brothers in the Priesthood, thank you for your zeal and for the commitment that you bring to evangelization and to the care of the Sacraments.  Know how to create among yourselves, as priests of every age group, a true spirit of fraternity and respect; have positive regard for each other, never allowing help for a confrere in difficulty or weakness to lessen.  It would be beautiful, just like the disciples who returned to Jesus at the end of their mission, for all of you to be able to recount your experiences - the marvels, the joys, and the miracles - that God has worked in your midst.   

Best wishes in your work, dear Priests of Korea!  May the Lord bless you!
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