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To write about Christian priesthood in Asia is a daunting task. To write as a non Asian and with little experience of this most culturally diverse world is like the proverbial draining of the waters of the sea with a thimble. Yet there is something irresistibly inviting about the challenge. 

But first I attend to the hermeneutics of rhetoric and this is especially important in the discussion of priesthood. For the Roman Catholic it is nigh impossible to discuss priesthood without recourse to the rhetoric of the single, celibate, male figure who is the ministerial priest. The image is always just that and it obscures deeper discussion of the priesthood of all the baptized linked with the functions of prophet and king. The necessary context is lost in this Hollywood-esque portrayal of priest which had been already made classic by Lacordaire but which goes back to an even earlier time. 

So the discussion is freighted with centuries old baggage. It is further complicated because cross culturally the image of priest, in contrast with that of “holy man,” is one of power, possession, prestige and privilege. Were one to object that this image of priesthood is a product of the West, it would be only half true. This is the image imported into Asia, adapted here and even further complicated in India, for instance, by caste and class. Even in this Year of the Priest, the most ardent portrayals of what a priest should be, are weighted down by this “holiness as loneliness” image of heroism. I recall in one whole book, published in 2009, devoted to the spirituality of the priest, the author never mentioned the priesthood of the community, to say nothing of the missionary understanding of the church as priest, prophet and king for the world.

But there is hope ... in failure. The sheer failure of the New Testament to present any coherent image of the re-interpretation of priesthood through the death and resurrection of Jesus is an enormous blessing. The challenge is given to every age and every cultural situation to adequately interpret for its time and place the inexhaustible riches of the action of the Father raising Jesus to glory and appointing him priest for the world. Each situation and time must invest its own rhetoric to proclaim this marvelous truth in the re-configuration of its institutions and mores. “Whom do you say that I am?”

In so called non Christian Asia, whom do we say Jesus is, the Christ, priest, prophet and king? This is not the place to argue to the integration of functions of prophet and king into that of priest but it is the place to say that the individual known as Catholic Christian priest in Asia is only understood as ministering to the priesthood of the baptized within the triple dialog of religion, culture and poverty. The church identifies its mission in Asia in this triplet and only within that context does ministerial priesthood function. I choose to emphasize dialog which is well discussed since Paul VI and now is happily coupled with the word “salvation.” The new context is the “dialog of salvation” which embraces in the thinking of Benedict XVI the thrust for an “integrated human development.” Into this mix one may add a nuance particularly important in Asia. While recent Roman Catholic teaching has been stressing that Jesus Christ is our only Savior, the dialog of salvation, which involves listening to other religions, would stress that God is our Savior, God who by Christians is believed to save through Jesus the Christ. The dialog with Jews is not alone in being helped by this emphasis. The inter-religious dialog is aided. So also is the dialog internal to the Christian movement, presently flourishing in the retrieval of Trinitarian faith as central to its creed. The God of us all is a God who saves!

Where in all of this is the so-called ministerial priest? He is called to be a listener, a sharer in the dialog, a facilitator. If the message is the medium, the dialog is not preparation but the actual proclamation. Dialog is about word, the dialog of salvation is about the word of God. That word is dabar, in biblical understanding, word and deed, no sooner spoken than done (Isaiah 55). This is not magic but presence, not superstition but relationship, not token but sacrament, not wishful thinking but hope! If at times it appears without light, then it is leaven! 

The ministerial priest nurtures the dialog of salvation that permeates the functions of prophet and king. As much effort as is poured into religiosity and devotion needs to be poured into the strengthening of the skills of Christians to participate in a lively dialog of religion, culture and poverty. The homilist will engage the community in this conversation. Dialog about poverty will reveal the too facile justification and restraints on progress in the status quo of poverty, the refusal to engage in what makes for an “integrated human development.” To live the ministerial priesthood is to equip Christian to live and to trust their baptismal consecration as priest, prophet and king in the dialog of values that informs every one’s daily business. 

Where does this leave SSCC in Asia- both as religious and priests? I recall a scene in my life many years ago at a seminar on spiritual direction. The point discussed was that few of the baptized ever have the chance of spiritual direction. Yet that would be the right of a person incorporated into Christ according to the new Canon Law. The concise question was : is there provision for spiritual direction for each person baptized on any given weekend in Manila? If a religious Congregation refuses new members if it lacks formators, how can the Catholic church call so many to baptism without providing the means of nurturing the new life? For some the Charismatic Movement filled the gap but for the vast majority of Catholic Christians who struggle daily with the special challenges in Asia, there is little or no preparation for participation in the dialog of salvation. 

There is much room for remedial education in the faith, the formation of consciousness, the development of Catholic imagination and awareness. In this sense, the SSCC ministerial priest is called to the care of souls, a remedial and preventive care for battle wearied brothers and sisters, an adventure in reparative love. Together with the previous mention of homily, there needs also reflection on the precious moment in the dialog called the sacrament of reconciliation, an unique moment of relating the dialog with the lived experience of this every Catholic Christian now present. St. John Vianny surely related to this graced moment as he engaged daily in the dialog of salvation with each penitent. But the religious of the Sacred Hearts who serves as a ministerial priest cannot be a lone ranger. His ministry is to be seen within the context of the lived charism of his brothers and sisters.

If it takes a village to raise a child, it takes both brothers and sisters of the SSCC in their own dialog of salvation to bring persons to this refined moment of personal encounter, dialog with the Risen Lord. I return to the summary statement of the brothers and sisters in the 3rd Mission Seminar in Asia in Bandung, Indonesia, March 2009. I am delighted to hear echoed there the concerns of this reflection on priesthood. Point #4 reads: We commit ourselves to be a community deeply engaged in the mission of Jesus, close to the poor and the needy, reaching out in solidarity and compassion to victims of human rights violations, trained for social justice, and networking with others. We enable ourselves to empower people, especially women, the poor, the abused, and the marginalized. I would challenge anyone to say that this statement is not both faithful to Jesus’ inauguration speech in Luke 4 on the exercise of baptized and ministerial priesthood and our own commitment in reparative love to an “integrated human development.” Long live the charism of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary!
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