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Dear Brothers in the Episcopate and in the Priesthood!
Esteemed Authorities!
Dear Faithful!

May the Peace of Our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all!

I am most happy and honored to be here among you, presiding over the episcopal ordination of the Right Reverend Willlem Christiaans, Bishop-Elect of Keetmanshoop. Allow me first to convey to you the cordial greetings of the Holy Father, Pope Francis, and those of His Eminence, Cardinal Fernando Filoni, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples – the Holy Father’s Office for directing and coordinating missionary work and cooperation.

I am pleased to fraternally greet all of the Bishops here present, in particular His Excellency, the Right Reverend Philipp Pöllitzer, O.M.I., the Bishop Emeritus of Keetmanshoop, who has governed this Diocese for the last 10 years. [I would also like to express my sincere greetings and gratitude to the Rev. Fr. Aldino Kissel, the Superior General of the Oblates of St Francis De Sales, the Religious Order to which Fr Willlem Christiaans belongs]. I greet with respect the government officials, the traditional leaders, and all distinguished guests here present. In particular, I extend my warm greetings to the Mother of the Bishop-Elect and to his relatives who have joined us on this joyous occasion. To the priests, religious, catechists, pastoral associates and all of the faithful, I express sentiments of appreciation and gratitude for your tireless efforts in carrying out the Church’s mission of evangelization, both here in Keetmanshoop and beyond.

At this hour, we are gathered here together to thank God for his bountiful love in providing the Diocese of Keetmanshoop with a new Pastor. The appointment of a Bishop is, in fact, a sign of God’s love for his people. For the Church, and in particular for the Diocese of Keetmanshoop, God accomplishes the promise he once made to his people Israel: I will give you pastors after my own heart (Jer. 3: 15). In his great solicitude, God has given you a pastor, so that in his name, he might give you a shepherd’s care, guiding and teaching you God’s Word and sanctifying you by means of the Sacraments. He is a Bishop not only of his ecclesial Circumscription, but also of the Church in Namibia, as well as the Universal Church, working in a collegial manner with the Holy Father, the successor of Peter. 

Therefore, dear People of God in Keetmanshoop, gladly and gratefully receive our brother whom we are about to ordain and who will thus enter into the college of bishops by the laying on of hands. Respect him as a minister of Christ and a steward of the mysteries of God. Remember the words of Christ spoken to the apostles: “Whoever listens to you listens to me; whoever rejects you rejects me, and those who reject me reject the one who sent me” (Lk 10:16). God entrusts you to him so that he may walk with you and guide you in your earthly pilgrimage, indicating to you the proper path to be travelled toward happiness, indeed, eternal happiness. 

You must, however, remember that in the person of the bishop it is Christ himself who is present to his Church as Shepherd of his flock, the Way, the Truth, and the Life. The bishop pastures the flock in the name of the Lord Jesus, the Great Shepherd and ultimate owner of the flock. Saint Peter, whom the Risen Lord charged to tend his sheep, to become a shepherd with him and for him, in fact described Jesus as the “Chief Shepherd”. Now as an elder myself … I exhort the elders among you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge … And when the chief shepherd appears, you will win the crown of glory that never fades away (cf. I Pt 5:1-4). By this statement, Peter meant that it is only possible to be a shepherd of the flock of Jesus Christ through him and in very close communion with him. 

 A further examination of the Word of God, which has just been proclaimed, will help us to better perceive the meaning and value of this solemn Celebration. From that brief Gospel passage, we see Jesus demanding that Peter confess his love for Our Lord before entrusting him with his own place as Head and Shepherd of the Church. Only after having professed his love for Jesus, did the Risen Lord now tell Peter, “Feed my lambs”. Peter was supposed to feed the flock out of love for Our Lord. In this way, Jesus makes love the condition of service to Him and in His name. The confession of love for Jesus and for his flock must always precede the assumption of any ecclesiastical authority. Love must constitute the basis of pastoral office. The centrality of this point is perceived from the fact that Our Lord did not ask Peter only once or twice but asked him three times: “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?”

Dear Fr Willem, today Jesus is posing that same question to you, as he did to Peter: do you love me? We are all confident that your response is similar to that of Peter, “Yes, Lord; You know that I love You”, and I suppose you would probably add a request: My Lord, help me to love you more and more, and above everything else. Always remember that the love of Our Lord precedes any fruitful service in His name. If you love Him, you will learn to express in your life and in your pastoral ministry his own love and his passion for the salvation of souls. The effectiveness and fruitfulness of your ministry will always depend on your relationship with Him, the one whom you represent. So, at every moment of your life be in contact with the Chief Shepherd. Keep before your eyes the example of the one Whom you embody and model your whole life and stewardship accordingly. Be always conscious of the fact that your life and ministry is united completely to the mystery of Christ, and that this gives sense to your mission.
On the other hand, you will not be able to express your love for the Lord without translating it into factual and unconditional love for all Christians, the object of your pastoral care. Feeding means loving. The two things that Jesus says to Peter: “Do you love me?” and “Feed my sheep”, correspond to each other. Feeding, or pasturing – which means caring for souls – is done by loving, by loving with the love of Jesus Christ. So, dear Fr Willem, as a father and a brother, love all those whom today God places in your care. Love the priests and deacons who share with you the ministry of Christ. You should regard them as sons and friends and be ready to listen to them, welcome them, correct them, comfort them and seek their collaboration, as far as possible. Love the religious men and women, showing them your paternal attention and esteem for their precious contribution to the one and common mission. Love the lay faithful and ensure that they are able to collaborate actively in the affairs of the Church. You should also have a place in your heart for the non-Catholics – indeed for all people – so that upon them too there may shine the charity of Christ Jesus, to whom the bishop is a witness before all men. In short, seek to be a father who excels in the spirit of love and solicitude for each and every member of the flock. You should manifest your concern for everyone, no matter what their age, social condition, or nationality, be they natives, strangers, or foreigners. We hope that to the love of their Pastor, the faithful will not fail to respond with love, trust, and a spirit of obedience, following the words of the Lord: My sheep listen to my voice and I know them and they follow me (Jn 10: 27). In fact, good children listen with profound respect to even the simplest advice of their father and try sincerely to put it into practice.
As Teacher, Priest and Shepherd, you will demonstrate your love for the flock especially through your selfless dedication to preaching, to the celebration of the sacred rites, especially the Eucharist, and to governing this local Church as a faithful steward of God. 

In exercising your duty of teaching, take pains to proclaim the Gospel, whether it is welcome or unwelcome; correct error with unfailing patience and teaching. In a short time to come, you will be anointed by the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Truth. He anoints you to bring to men and women the light of truth, to dispel the darkness of error, which is the true sorrow, the true impoverishment of man. With the help of the Holy Spirit and through an assiduous study of the Word of God in the Scriptures, you will always discover the richness of the Word to be proclaimed to the ecclesial community that will be entrusted to your care. Moreover, since it is the mission of the Church to converse with the human society in which it lives, you will have to respond to the difficulties and questions by which people are especially burdened and troubled. It is thus the duty of a bishop to address the most serious questions concerning justice, peace, reconciliation, nonviolence, positive social change of individuals and communities, etc. However, your intervention ought always to be noted for clarity of speech as well as humility and mildness in order that at all times truth may be joined to charity and understanding.

As to your office of sanctifying, be always mindful that you have been taken from among men and appointed their representative before God in order to offer gifts and sacrifices for their sins. The second reading is very clear about this, showing us that you have been appointed to be a mediator between God and man, bringing God to man and man to God. So, always pray and offer sacrifice for the people committed to your care and draw every kind of grace for them from the overflowing holiness of Christ. In your daily Eucharistic celebration, you must bring the whole of your flock to the altar. The purpose for which any high priest is chosen from among his fellow men, and made a representative of men in their dealings with God, is to offer gifts and sacrifices in expiation for their sins. Therefore, practice the spirit of sacrifice and petition in reparation for your sins and the sins of all mankind.

In exercising your office of Leader of God’s Household, you should first stand in the midst of your people as the one who serves. Remember that the title of bishop is not one of honor but of function, and therefore a bishop should strive to serve rather than to rule. Such is the counsel of the Master: the greater should behave as if he were the least, and the leader as if he were the one who serves. In a special way, you should be close to those who suffer, the little ones, children, outcasts and the poor, bringing the Good Shepherd’s love and compassion to all. This is precisely what the Prophet Isaiah speaks in the First Reading: “The Lord has anointed me to bring good tidings to the afflicted; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted ... to comfort all who mourn” (Is 61:1-2). In order to be able to look more closely to the welfare of the faithful according to the condition of each one, you should strive to become duly acquainted with their needs in the social circumstances in which they live, always going to seek them out, being open to their needs and questions.

Dear Father Willem: You are well aware of the significance and gravity of the vocation and mission of the Bishop. No one can claim to be worthy of it without the help of God. Thus, through the imposition of hands and the prayer of consecration, let us ask God to transform you and to take you fully into himself by means of the Holy Spirit. You will be sealed with a sacred character to be Christ’s representative, so that He himself may help you to become, through him and with him, a good shepherd of his flock.

The varied rituals and symbols serve to express your consecration. The anointing of the head signifies that the Holy Spirit infuses you with His Grace and covers you fully for His mission. God has chosen you to be a Pastor to the example of Christ, the Good Shepherd. You will be given the episcopal ring, sign of your marriage to the Church, through the Diocese of which you will pastor. It will be up to you to express and to manifest God’s own faithfulness towards his people, as Christ both lived and manifested for his spouse, the Church. You will also be given the pastoral staff, or crosier, which evokes your mission as Pastor. Each time that you take it in hand, remember the sacred obligation to care for your faithful with the generosity and mercy of God. The miter that you wear will be a sign of your call to holiness, indicating your specific episcopal role among the faithful. As the head, you must be a model for your flock (1 Pet. 5:2-3), preceding them on the way to holiness. This is the reason that during the rite of episcopal consecration, over the candidate’s head is placed the book of the Gospels.
Dear brothers and sisters, in order to be successful in his episcopal ministry, Bishop Willem will need your unreserved collaboration and active participation in the evangelizing mission of the Church in Keetmanshoop. Support him with your prayers, your love for him and love for the growth of the Church in this diocese and in the world at large. 
Dear Fr Willem, with living faith and abounding joy, I happily entrust your episcopal ministry to the maternal care of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of the Church, and Queen of the Apostles, who notwithstanding the difficulties and challenges she had to face, remained always faithful to her vocation. May she accompany you always in your episcopal mission! Amen!
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