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Dear priests, 
It is a joy for me today to be among you for the opening of this seminar for all the priests of Thailand on the challenges to your life and ministry. I thank you for this invitation that shows your love and your closeness to the Holy Father Benedict XVI, whose humble representative I am. 
I was invited to speak on the Year of the Priests: Hope and Expectations. Actually just last month the Universal Church started the celebration of a special "Year for Priests" that begun on 19 June, Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and will last until 19 June 2010. In fact, it is the 150th anniversary of the death of the Holy Curé d'Ars, John Mary Vianney, a true example of a pastor at the service of Christ's flock. Speaking to the plenary assembly of the Congregation for the Clergy His Holiness Benedict XVI stressed that: “It will be the task of the Congregation for the Clergy, in agreement with the diocesan Ordinaries and with the superiors of religious institutes to promote and to coordinate the various spiritual and pastoral initiatives that seem useful for making the importance of the priest's role and mission in the Church and in contemporary society ever more clearly perceived” (March 16, 2009). 

Actually this seminar is part of the celebration organized here in Thailand. For this reason I would like to briefly reflect with you on the meaning and importance of priesthood in the life of the entire Church. 
Priesthood is a gift from God given to the Church and to the person whom He calls. The Pope speaking to the seminarians in Bavaria, Germany, asked them: “Where do we go, if we say "yes" to the Lord's call? The briefest description of the priestly mission has been given to us by the Evangelist Mark. In his account of the call of the Twelve, he says: "Jesus appointed twelve to be with him and to be sent out" (3:14). To be with Jesus and, being sent, to go out to meet people - these two things belong together and together they are the heart of a vocation, of the priesthood. To be with him and to be sent out - the two are inseparable. Only one who is "with him" comes to know him and can truly proclaim him. And anyone who has been with him cannot keep to himself what he has found; instead, he has to pass it on” (11 September 2006). 
Priests should always "be with him" wherever they go. We know this from experience: whenever priests, because of their many duties, allot less and less time to being with the Lord, they eventually lose, for all their often heroic activity, the inner strength that sustains them. Their activity ends up as an empty activism. 
Spirituality must come first in the priestly life! In the same conversation quoted above His Holiness Benedict XVI asks: “To be with Christ - how does this come about? Well, the first and most important thing for the priest is his daily Mass, always celebrated with deep interior participation. If we celebrate Mass truly as men of prayer, if we unite our words and our activities to the Word that precedes us and let them be shaped by the Eucharistic celebration, if in Communion we let ourselves truly be embraced by him and receive him - then we are being with him” (11 September 2006).
The Liturgy of the Hours is another fundamental way of being with Christ: here the Priests  pray as people conscious of  their need to speak with God, while lifting up all those others who have neither the time nor the ability to pray in this way. If your Eucharistic celebration and the Liturgy of the Hours are to remain meaningful, you  need to devote yourselves constantly anew to the spiritual reading of Sacred Scripture; not only to be able to decipher and explain words from the distant past, but to discover the word of comfort that the Lord is now speaking to you, the Lord who challenges you by this word. Only in this way you will be capable of bringing the inspired Word to the men and women of our time as the contemporary and living Word of God.
Also celibacy can be understood only in this same line of thoughts. Speaking to the Roman Curia the Holy Father says: “The true foundation of celibacy can be contained in the phrase: Dominus pars - You are my land. It can only be theocentric. It cannot mean being deprived of love, but must mean letting oneself be consumed by passion for God and subsequently, thanks to a more intimate way of being with him, to serve men and women, too. Celibacy must be a witness to faith: faith in God materializes in that form of life which only has meaning if it is based on God” (22 December 2006). 

Basing one's life on him, renouncing marriage and the family, means that you accept and experience God as a reality and that you can therefore bring him to men and women. Our world needs a witness to God that lies in the decision to welcome God as a land where one finds one's own existence. For this reason, celibacy is so important today, in our contemporary world, even if its fulfillment in our age is constantly threatened and questioned. 

You all know that being faithful to this witness can be difficult. You all have seen brothers in the priesthood leaving the ministry because of difficulties in this field. A careful preparation during the journey towards this goal and persevering guidance on the part of the Bishop, priest friends and lay people who sustain this priestly witness together, is essential. We need prayer that invokes God without respite as the Living God and relies on him in times of confusion as well as in times of joy. Consequently, as opposed to the cultural trend that seeks to convince us that we are not capable of making such decisions, this witness can be lived and in this way, in our world, can reinstate God as reality. 
The obedience required to a priest and promised on the day of the ordination has its roots in this sharing of life with Christ. Pope Benedict XVI in his homily at the Chrism Mass on Holy Thursday said: “the priesthood of the disciples can only be a participation in the priesthood of Jesus. Our being priests is simply a new and radical way of being united to Christ. In its substance, it has been bestowed on us for ever in the sacrament. But this new seal imprinted upon our being can become for us a condemnation, if our lives do not develop by entering into the truth of the Sacrament. (…) Being united to Christ calls for renunciation. It means not wanting to impose our own way and our own will, not desiring to become someone else, but abandoning ourselves to him, however and wherever he wants to use us. As Saint Paul said: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:20). In the words “I do”, spoken at our priestly ordination, we made this fundamental renunciation of our desire to be independent, “self-made”. But day by day this great “yes” has to be lived out in the many little “yeses” and small sacrifices. This “yes” made up of tiny steps which together make up the great “yes”, can be lived out without bitterness and self-pity only if Christ is truly the center of our lives” (9 April 2009). 
Poverty is also important. Look at the example of the Curé of Ars. He lived the “evangelical counsels” in a way suited to his priestly state. “His poverty was not the poverty of a religious or a monk, but that proper to a priest: while managing much money (since well-to-do pilgrims naturally took an interest in his charitable works), he realized that everything had been donated to his church, his poor, his orphans, the girls of his “Providence”, his families of modest means. Consequently, he “was rich in giving to others and very poor for himself”. As he would explain: “My secret is simple: give everything away; hold nothing back”. When he lacked money, he would say amiably to the poor who knocked at his door: “Today I’m poor just like you, I’m one of you”. At the end of his life, he could say with absolute tranquillity: “I no longer have anything. The good Lord can call me whenever he wants!” (Benedict XVI, Letter to Priests, 16th June 2009).
The missionary dimension of the priesthood is also born from the priest's sacramental configuration to Christ. It is participation in a "new life", spiritually speaking, in that "new way of life" which the Lord Jesus inaugurated and which the Apostles made their own. The priest's mission is carried out "in the Church". “This ecclesial communal, hierarchical and doctrinal dimension is absolutely indispensable to every authentic mission and, alone guarantees its spiritual effectiveness. The four aspects mentioned must always be recognized as intimately connected: the mission is "ecclesial" because no one proclaims himself in the first person, but within and through his own humanity every priest must be well aware that he is bringing to the world Another, God himself. God is the only treasure which ultimately people desire to find in a priest. The mission is "communional" because it is carried out in a unity and communion that only secondly has also important aspects of social visibility. Moreover, these derive essentially from that divine intimacy in which the priest is called to be expert, so that he may be able to lead the souls entrusted to him humbly and trustingly to the same encounter with the Lord. Lastly, the "hierarchical" and "doctrinal" dimensions suggest reaffirming the importance of the ecclesiastical discipline (…) and doctrinal training and not only theological, initial and continuing formation (Benedict XVI, Speech to the plenary assembly of the Congregation for the Clergy, 16 March 2009). 
As Church and as priests, we proclaim Jesus of Nazareth Lord and Christ, Crucified and Risen, Sovereign of time and of history, in the glad certainty that this truth coincides with the deepest expectations of the human heart. In the mystery of the Incarnation of the Word, that is, of the fact that God became man like us, lies both the content and the method of Christian proclamation. The true dynamic centre of the mission is here: in Jesus Christ, precisely. The centrality of Christ brings with it the correct appreciation of the ministerial priesthood, without which there would be neither the Eucharist, nor even the mission nor the Church herself.
Dear priests, much more could be said on the importance of priesthood for the life of the Church, but not all can be said in this short speech. What we have already said is probably enough to understand that during the Year for Priests the Church hopes and expects that priests will grow in their commitment to Christ and his people. In the Letter addressed to the priests on the occasion of this special year Pope Benedict wrote: “In today’s world, as in the troubled times of the Cure of Ars, the lives and activities of priests need to be distinguished by a forceful witness to the Gospel. As Pope Paul VI rightly noted, modern man listens more willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it is because they are witnesses. Lest we experience essential emptiness and the effectiveness of our ministry be compromised, we need to ask ourselves ever anew: ‘Are we truly pervaded by the Word of God? Is that Word truly the nourishment we live by, even more than bread and the things of this world? Do we really know that Word? Do we love it? Are we deeply engaged with this Word to the point that it really leaves a mark on our lives and shapes our thinking?’ Just as Jesus called the Twelve to be with him (Cf. Mk 3:14), and only later sent them forth to preach, so too in our days priests are called to assimilate that ‘new stile of life’ which was inaugurated by the Lord Jesus and taken up by the Apostles” (16th June2009).

It was complete commitment to this new style of life that marked the priestly ministry of the Cure of Ars. Saint John Mary Vianney taught his parishioners primarily by the witness of his life. “It was from his example that they learned to pray, halting frequently before the tabernacle for a visit to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament. He would urge them: “Come to communion, my brothers and sisters, come to Jesus. Come to live from him in order to live with him… “Of course you are not worthy of him, but you need him!”. This way of educating the faithful to the Eucharistic presence and to communion proved most effective when they saw him celebrate the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. “All good works, taken together, do not equal the sacrifice of the Mass” – he would say – “since they are human works, while the Holy Mass is the work of God”. He was convinced that the fervour of a priest’s life depended entirely upon the Mass. He was accustomed, when celebrating, also to offer his own life in sacrifice: “What a good thing it is for a priest each morning to offer himself to God in sacrifice!” (Benedict XVI, 16th June 2009).
This deep personal identification with the Sacrifice of the Cross led him from the altar to the confessional. Priests ought never to be resigned to empty confessionals or to the apparent indifference of the faithful to this sacrament. And they should never neglect hearing confessions because too busy in other activities. In his time the Curé of Ars was able to transform the hearts and the lives of so many people because he enabled them to experience the Lord’s merciful love. Our own time urgently needs a similar proclamation and witness to the truth of Love. 
My dear priests in the context of a spirituality nourished by the practice of the evangelical counsels, the Church would like to invite all priests, during this Year dedicated to them, to welcome the new springtime which the Spirit is now bringing about in the Church and to let themselves be renewed following the example of Christ, of the Apostles and of St. John Mary Vianney. 
May the Risen Lord and his Spirit guide you always in the difficult task of being Shepherd of His flock! May Mary, the mother of the Church, faithful servant of the Lord, lead always all those that Her Son has called to the service of His people! 

Let me close with the words of the Holy Father: “To the Most Holy Virgin I entrust this Year for Priests. I ask her to awaken in the heart of every priest a generous and renewed commitment to the ideal of complete self-oblation to Christ and the Church which inspired the thoughts and actions of the saintly Curé of Ars. It was his fervent prayer life and his impassioned love of Christ Crucified that enabled John Mary Vianney to grow daily in his total self-oblation to God and the Church. May his example lead all priests to offer that witness of unity with their Bishop, with one another and with the lay faithful, which today, as ever, is so necessary.” (Benedict XVI, Letter to Priests, 16th June 2009). 

Dear priests, whatever might happen in your life, whatever difficulty you might have to face, never forget that Christ loves you and He is counting on you! May he bless you all!
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