Message of His Eminence Cardinal Fernando Filoni
Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples

Addressed to the Clergy in Cameroon

 (Archdiocese of Bamenda, 29 May 2014)

(Your Eminence),

Your Excellencies,

Dear brothers in the Priesthood,

1.
Greetings

I give thanks to God for this happy occasion that has allowed me to find myself in your midst on this day of great joy, celebrating the centenary of the Evangelization of the Archdiocese of Bamenda. Through you, I have also the honour to speak to all of the priests in Cameroon.


I greet all of you with paternal affection and thank you for offering your lives and hearts for the extension of the Kingdom of God in this noble regions of Cameroon. I know very well how arduous is your work, which you carry out in contexts that are often very exigent, and in circumstances that are gruelling and even painful due to every kind of difficulties. Far from immobilizing and paralyzing you, let these difficult situations light again within you a missionary fire and zeal, so that you can continue to audaciously announce the Gospel, which is the source of true liberation and salvation.

2.
Our First Duty is the Evangelization


Dear Priests, the theme of Evangelization is still very relevant and it will always be so, since it is an integral part of the very nature of the Church. Indeed, it is the Church’s principal task! This is recalled and underlined by the Holy Father in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii gaudium. If it is true that the People of God are the subject, the agent of this evangelization, one cannot ignore the great responsibility placed on the shoulders of ordained ministers at the service of those lay people entrusted to their care, who form the great majority of the People of God.


Consequently, to better fulfill this mission, it is indispensable that you also allow yourselves to be deeply evangelized, above all, by deepening your prayer and interior life. Remember that the fruitfulness of your priestly ministry and the effectiveness of your pastoral activity depend essentially on your communion with Christ, “Your own holiness must be outstanding, to the benefit of those entrusted to your pastoral care, those whom you must serve. Your life of prayer will nourish your apostolate from within. The bishop must be someone in love with Christ. The moral authority and the prestige that uphold the exercise of your juridical power can only come from the holiness of your life.” (cf. AM,100) Jesus tells us that “without me you can do nothing, but the one who lives in me and I in him, bears much fruit” (Jn 15:5) Jesus emphasises this strongly, that is, that we cannot bear fruit unless we live in him, because outside of him, we can do nothing: “For from him and through him and for him are all things.” (Rm 11:36 and Col 1:16-17) You, too, in turn will be able to form the members of the Christian community for whom you are immediately responsible so that they become authentic disciples and witnesses of Christ. (cf. A.M., 109) 


Allow me, nevertheless, to share with you some concerns that the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples has regarding the clergy in missionary territories and in these challenging times.

a) 
The first is the moral and discipline difficulties that are now surfacing, spreading, and becoming more acute. In many circumstances, one can see, on the part of some of the priests, a lack of chastity with cases of grave breaches in celibacy, as well as insubordination to the Bishop, and even tendencies towards tribalism.

b)
Secondly, one may also say that some priests have unfortunately fallen into a lifestyle that leads to attachment to economic security or to personal power and human glory, which they seek out in any possible way, instead of offering their lives for others following the example of Jesus Christ.


c)
Thirdly, some of the priests are spending time seeking their own personal glory and well-being, instead of the glory of God. Sometimes they do this behind the appearance of religiosity and even love for the Church. One can also see, on the part of some priests, an exaggerated search for personal autonomy and comfort, which leads to fulfill their pastoral duties as an “appendage” to their lives, as if these were not part of their very identity. (cf. Evangelii gaudium n. 78.80.93)

3.
Therefore, I will ask each one of you to answer, in conscience and very aware of the priestly mission, to the following question: What kind of Church do we want in Africa and in Cameroon?
4.
The Lay Faithfull and Priests

I know that the lay faithful in your country feel themselves to be the principal animators of the christian community. They are fully aware of their duties and support generously to the Church, despite their economic situation. By their many gifts, such as Mass offerings, stole fees, contributions, etc., they participate in the material life of the Church so that you, God’s ministers, do not have to be troubled for the necessities of life, because “a worker deserves his wage.” Nevertheless, I invite you to respect the generosity of the faithful. I remind you of your duty to render an account to them for what you do with their gifts to the Church. Christ knows the strengths and weaknesses of our hearts, and encourages us regarding our material preoccupations, saying: “seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given you besides.” (Mt. 6:33) (cf. A.M., 112) 


Your faithful are expecting prophetic words and gestures from you. The priest is not a functionary of the Church who seeks a career and material benefits. Priest is a dispenser of the Mysteries of God and the Priesthood is neither a social promotion, nor a means for affirming oneself or one’s family. It is certainly not a resource for acquiring worldly prestige, material goods, and personal power. The Priesthood, at the example of Jesus, is indeed a service!

I am also asking you: Do you want to be happy priests? Listen to the words of Pope Francis, spoken during this year’s Chrism Mass: “The joy of priests is a joy which is sister to poverty. The priest is poor in terms of purely human joy. He has given up so much! And because he is poor, he, who gives so much to others, has to seek his joy from the Lord and from God’s faithful people. He doesn’t need to try to create it for himself… Priestly joy is a joy which is sister to fidelity… in the sense of an ever renewed fidelity to the one Bride, to the Church. Here fruitfulness is key… Priestly joy is a joy which is sister to obedience. An obedience to the Church in the hierarchy which gives us, as it were, not simply the external framework for our obedience: the parish to which I am sent, my ministerial assignments, my particular work … but also union with God the Father, the source of all fatherhood. It is likewise an obedience to the Church in service: in availability and readiness to serve everyone, always and as best I can, following the example of “Our Lady of Promptness.” (cf. Lk 1:39, meta spoudes)

5.
The Priest and Material Life

On the relation between priests and material life, let us listen to Pope Francis, who, addressing seminarians and novices last July, said words that apply even more to priests. I quote: “Some will say: joy is born from possessions, so they go in quest of the latest model of the smartphone, the fastest scooter, the showy car.... but I tell you, it truly grieves me to see a priest or a sister with the latest model of a car: but this can’t be! It can’t be. You think: “so do we now have to go by bicycle, Father? Bicycles are good! Mons. Alfred rides a bicycle. He goes by bike. I think that cars are necessary because there is so much work to be done, and also in order to get about... but choose a more humble car! And if you like the beautiful one, only think of all the children who are dying of hunger. That’s all! Joy is not born from, does not come from things we possess! Others say it comes from having the most extreme experiences for the thrill of the strongest sensations: young people like to walk on a knife edge, they really like it! Yet others like the trendiest clothes, entertainment in the most fashionable places — but I am not saying that sisters go to those places, I am saying it of young people in general. Yet others say joy comes from success with girls or with boys, and even from switching from one to another or from one to the other. This is insecurity in love, which is not certain: it is “experimenting” with love. And we could go on.... You too are in touch with this situation which you cannot ignore.” (July 6, 2013)

6.
The Priest and the Joy of being a Priest.


We know that these things can satisfy certain desires, producing emotions, but, in the end, they offer only a superficial joy, that never penetrates into the depths of the person. This is not an intimate joy. It is a momentary illusion that can never bring true happiness. Joy is not a moment of hilarity, it is something completely different!


True joy does not come from material possession, not at all! Joy is born from an encounter, from relating to others. Joy is born from the experience of being accepted, understood, and loved. Joy comes from offering acceptance, understanding and love, not for some momentary interest, but because the “other”, man or woman, is a person. Joy is born from an encounter in which there are no “boundaries”, no manipulation, no “hidden agendas”. That is expressing the idea that, “you are important to me”, but not necessarily in words. This is fine… and this is precisely what God makes us understand. In calling you, God is saying to you: “you are important to me, I love you, I am counting on you.” Jesus is saying this to each of us! This is what brings us joy, the very joy of the moment when Jesus is looking at me. To understand and feel this, is the secret of our joy. It is to feel us loved by God, to feel that for him we are not numbers, but persons, and to experience that He is the one who is calling us.

Dear Brothers in the priesthood, I entrust each and every one of you to the Blessed Virgin Mary, Star of the New Evangelization, and I invoke upon all of you abundance of Divine Grace.

May God bless you richly!
