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How is priesthood seen from the different cultures?

Inés Gil Antuñano Vizcaino ss.cc. 

I sit down to write about my vision of the ordained ministry in Asia, but I first need to clarify that my vision is surely conditioned by who I am, a 38 year old woman, brought up and educated in the post Vatican II council; and from where I come from, Spain, a lay society and a Church that has lost its social relevance. I have spent the past 8 years in the Philippines in Manila. During my years of formation I learnt that the ordained ministry within the Church is a service in the communion of the People of God, where there are many and varied ministries, all of them with the same value and importance. I also learnt that we are all priests through the baptism and that this priestly function consists in the transformation of the reality, each one from the palce where s/he stands in the society and the Church. The ordained priest through the sacrament of order, in the Body of Christ that is the Church, through the sacraments is a channel of the Grace, the life of God that transforms the world; but all of us are channels of the same Grace and we are called to transform the reality through other many sacraments of life. In the Congregation I also learnt from my brothers about closeness and humanity, to be just one more among many others like Jesus, my brothers that are ordained priests and become part of the people, channels of mercy and compasion, sometimes coated as a priests and/or more often just in the relationships, in the listening, in the daily work, in the options, or even simply in the presence among the little ones.

Arriving in Asia, and more concretely in the Philippines meant for me the need to open my self to a new concept of who the priest is and his role in the community, a new way I was not familiar with and that many times I dislike. Philippines is a society with deep catholic roots, and even though the percentage of Sunday practice is early the same as in Spain, because of the population, the catholics are many more and more influencial. It is a very structured and hierarchical Church and society. I feel the christian community has a tendency to consider the priest as the only and primary representative of Christ, identified neccesarily with a male, with more authority because he is “father” and that needs to receive honour and recognition, and a kind of respect different to the other members of the community. The priest is cared for and flattered, as a figure of power and decision, as separated, diferent and special. The priest in the role of preacher, in the filipino society, has to be an expert in entretainment, he is expected to be interesting and funny with animation qualities. The content being important for some, in many cases falls into a second position and what is remembered are the jokes told during the homily. Much in the christian community is expected and referred to the priest, he is excemted from other civic duties, he needs to live in superior conditions to the rest of the people in order to keep the “priestly” dignity. Because of his role, his word and counsel are searched for and he is put as judge in situations in which, becuase of lack of experience, his word can be at times out of context. But he is also in relation with many people and many of them influential, the priest becomes a center of help and benefits that he often channels towards the poor.

I often miss in my reality in Manila, the priest that works in something different that administering sacraments, that speaks less and shows more through the actions of the kingdom of God. The priest that rennounces to priviledges, even though around him people wish to offer them or even impose them on him. I am missing the priest that knows how to accompany process of faith growth with vision and projects, more than the priest that “says” many masses. I am missing the priest that identifies himself with the people of God, feels a brother especially of the poorest and identifies with them and their suffering, committed to the transformation of the reality. I am missing the christian community that recognizes Christ not primarily in the priest but simply in each human being, especially in the suffering one.

More concretely, in the Congregation I wish to find more brothers, many of whom are also ordained, but that identify themselve primarily as religious of the Sacred Hearts not as priests. In Asia, for the first time in my short life in the Congregation I heard speak of three groups of religious: priests, brothers and sisters. And we often continue to identify ourselves in this way, loosing, in my perspective the inspiration of Jesus that did not belong to any estate and considered all equal independent of their role or function.

In my asian brothers I value their humanity, closeness and their capacity to connect with the life of the people, with their suffering; their desire to serve, and their work often tireless for the christian community. In the countries where christians are a minority, mainly in India and Indonesia, our brothers have shown, in many occasions the value to stand for and strive for communion and reconciliation, in situations of persecution and conflict. On the other hand I feel that the clericalism and patriarcalism, inborn in the Asian Church, bring our brothers sometimes to take a more defensive position towards their estate and a less free and open position to search. I feel the christian community, taught since long ago, puts them higher than others in a position of priviledge and power. I feel in some the fear to be different, to break with expectetions and steriotypes being first religious and then priests and priests with the Gospel of Jesus as their first rule. Finally I feel that their institutional ties hold them to take the risk to become more audacious in responding to the reality and encourages them to comply more with what is expected from them. In any case I continue to believe in our journey togehter as brothers and sisters, trying to put more enfasis in the mission and communion among us, and this is worth while.
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