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Called to Continue the Mission
nexpectedly appointed as a cardinal, I found myself at a
juncture I hadn’t foreseen.  At 72, my sights were set onU

retiring at 75, the focus always on the mission’s continuity rather
than on titles.  My immediate reaction?  A contemplation on the
potential loss of privacy and personal liberty.

This appointment, however, fosters a deep sense of connection
with Pope Francis and the Universal Church, a bond that I cherish.

Recognising that I am not alone, I instinctively recalled the
esteemed cardinals who came before me.  I am humbled to follow
in the paths of the late Cardinal Soter Fernandez (Malaysia), the
late Cardinal Cornelius Sim (Brunei), and now alongside Cardinal
William Goh (Singapore).  We all belong to the Catholic Bishops’
Conference of Malaysia-Singapore-Brunei.

The straightforward truth is that I never dwelt on it.  Speculation
tends to fall into stereotypical patterns, which I find rather
tiresome.  Primarily, the choice rests with the Holy Father, he bears
the greater responsibility in answering that question than I do.  
People are fixated on the ‘Why’.  Why was I appointed Bishop of
Penang?  Why was I entrusted with chairing the FABC Office of
Social Communications?  Why was I elevated to cardinal?

Many have inquired,                        ‘Have you ever pondered why the Holy Father 
selected you to join the ranks of his esteemed cardinals?’

For me, the answer lies in the division of responsibilities and the
seamless continuation of our shared mission.  Embracing this call,
this selection, is crucial for us to carry forward the mission. For
example, I view my presence in the diocese of Penang as an
extension

                                                   ‘Okay, I’ve
been chosen,’
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Called to Continue the Mission

extension of the legacy left by the late bishops Francis Chan,
Gregory Yong, Soter Fernandez and Bishop Emeritus Anthony
Selvanayagam.  I prefer not to squander time contemplating why
God singled me out. Instead, I simply acknowledge,  ‘Okay, I’ve
been chosen’   and focus on advancing the mission.
                                                   ‘Okay, I’ve
been chosen,’
Every bishop should be prepared, with sleeves rolled up, ready to
answer the call - whether anticipated or not - to assist the Pope in
governing the universal Church.  In my role as a cardinal, I
advocate for embracing the local phrase turun padang, signifying
a commitment to engaging with and addressing the realities on
the ground.

                                                                        turun padang
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  I felt deeply inspired reading the Holy
        Father’s appointment letter to me.  
        In it, Pope Francis stressed three
        fundamental principles:  the  
        “universality of the Church,” the 
        Inculturation of the faith,” and the 
      “evangelisation of cultures.”  These 
  weren’t just my takeaways; they were
his clear directives to me.

Beginning with the idea of universality, the Pope’s message was
strikingly straightforward.  He delved extensively into Pentecost,
explicitly tying it to the concept of universality.  He highlighted
how Pentecost marked the birth of universality within the Church,
broadening its focus from Judaism or Israel to encompass the
entire universe.  The Pope’s emphasis on universality didn’t imply
uniformity - a hallmark of Francis.  Instead, he emphasised that
universality unfolded at Pentecost through a symphony of unity.  
He drew upon Acts 2:9-11, embracing diverse regions, even those
entrenched in conflict, like Judea.  Sadly, the world hasn’t shifted
much since then.  Yet, the Pope underscored the Church’s
responsibility to convey a message that transcends sectarianism -
a universal message relevant to all humanity.

Universality, Inculturation, Evangelisation

Furthermore, he urged me to embrace the idea of “inculturating
the faith.”  While the faith itself is Catholic, the Pope stressed the
importance of integrating it into diverse cultural landscapes
worldwide - whether in Asia, Africa, the Americas, Latin America,
Europe, Russia or any other region where cultural roots need to
intertwine 

                              Acts 2:9-11
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intertwine with faith.  He highlighted that not only should the faith
adapt, but the cultures themselves should embody the Gospel’s
values.

It’s crucial to recognise that while these directives might seem
new to some, they’re not a departure from the Church’s long-
standing mission.  The Pope’s emphasis on universality,
inculturation, and the evangelisation of cultures is a continuation
of the Church’s enduring mission.

Universality, Inculturation, Evangelisation

The groundwork for our path was laid long ago.  Our Malaysian
Church has been steering in this direction since Vatican II, notably
culminating in our Aggiornamento of 1976.  This journey isn’t
about a single individual’s plans but rather, the collective
dedication of many in integrating faith with culture.

I entered the priesthood after these pivotal moments.  I see my
role as building upon the solid foundations established by my
predecessors, not as a solo act but as part of a legacy.  It’s
essential to avoid a narrative centred on a single person; the real
essence lies in the continuity of our mission.  I appreciate the
reinforcement, but it mirrors what the Malaysian Church has long
been progressing towards, and indeed, the broader path that the
Church in Asia has embraced.

                                               Aggionormento

The beauty of the Catholic Church lies in its continuum, not in
individual identities, whether it’s Pope Francis or me, Cardinal
Sebastian, or any other person.  I invite everyone to participate in
this ongoing mission, a continuation that transcends personalities
and spans generations.
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Symbolism holds significant weight in the Catholic tradition, and
these symbols convey a profound narrative.  Why assign me a
church in Rome within the Diocese of Rome?  Is it due to a lack of
responsibilities in my current area, the Penang Diocese, which
spans five states?  No, it’s a symbolic gesture indicating, “You’re
now part of the Diocese of Rome, under the leadership of Pope
Francis.  Embrace his ministry.”    This symbolic tie was emphasised
by assigning me a particular parish in Rome, a choice that
pleasantly surprised me given my strong belief in the virtue of joy.

                                                            “You’re
now part of the Diocese of Rome, under the leadership of Pope
Francis. Embrace his ministry.”

Pope Francis, in his letter to me dated July 9, 2023, appointed me
to join the clergy of Rome.  As a newly appointed cardinal, I was
also entrusted with a church in Rome, specifically the Church of
Our Lady, Cause of Our Joy, symbolising my connection to Pope
Francis, the Bishop of Rome.

During the consistory, approximately 20 individuals from that
parish, spanning various ages, eagerly awaited the
announcement of their new cardinal.  Their genuine excitement
moved me deeply.  Despite the language barrier, I greeted and
kissed each one of them, fostering an immediate bond.

The theme of joy resonates deeply, mirroring Pope Francis’
commencement of his ministry with the encyclical Gaudium et
Spes centred on the joy of the Gospel.  When I received the Parish
of Mary, Cause of Our Joy, I was astounded.

                                                                                      Gaudium et
Spes

Duties Extend Beyond
Local Obligations

Subsequently, I visited the parish, touched by the warm reception
of the parishioners.  Though an official visit is planned for my next
trip
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Duties Extend Beyond
Local Obligations

Neglecting to pray for and pastor these individuals would be
neglecting my obligations.  Thus, my responsibilities have
expanded, encompassing them in my thoughts and prayers.  In
return, they pledged their reciprocal support.  This symbolic
transition serves as a reminder to integrate their concerns into my
pastoral duties.

The name “Mary the Cause of Our Joy” speaks volumes.  Upon
meeting the parishioners, their palpable joy was infectious and
inspiring.  This joy serves as a testament to their faith and offers
encouragement for my journey ahead.

trip to Rome, this gesture signifies more than a mere formality.  It
underscores the Church’s message to the cardinals: “Your duty
extends
                                                   “Your duty
extends beyond your local obligations in Penang; you’re
now integral to the Diocese of Rome under Pope Francis’
guidance.”
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I was honoured to be appointed as the Bishop of the Diocese of
Penang in 2012 by Pope Benedict XVI, continuing the sacred
mission entrusted to St. Peter, the Apostle, in solidarity with all past
and present Popes.  I deeply admire the interconnected triad of
charisms presented by Pope Francis.

The Joy of the Gospel: Pope Francis articulates that joy
transcends mere emotion; it is bestowed as grace and a gift by the
Holy Spirit.  This profound joy, a fruit of the Spirit, remains
unattainable without His presence.

The Joy of the Gospel:

The Joy of the Gospel:                 Pope Francis expounds on how
Jesus exemplifies divine justice by saving sinners, emphasising
that God’s true justice is manifested through merciful salvation.  As
disciples of Jesus, we’re called to empathise with one another,
sharing burdens and practicing compassion.  Pope Francis
dedicated 2016 as the Year of Mercy.

The Mercy of the Gospel:

 The Joy of the Gospel:                                                Pope Francis explained
that hope transcends mere optimism for Christians; it embodies an
enduring anticipation, bestowed as a divine gift by the Holy Spirit.  
It is a miraculous force of rejuvenation, unfailingly sustaining us.  
Notably, Pope Francis has designated 2025 as the Jubilee Year of
Hope.

Hope is a Gift from the Holy Spirit:

Admiration for Pope Francis

The interconnection of these three charisms - Joy, Mercy, and
Hope - constitutes the divine message conveyed by the Holy
Spirit through our Holy Father.

Observing the current state of our world, I find it profoundly fitting
that in 2025, we dedicated our prayers to hope - for refugees,
migrants, victims of human trafficking, civilians enduring conflict
zones,
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Biodata: His Eminence Cardinal Dato’ Seri
Sebastian Francis

Office: The Titular Roman Catholic Bishop of
Penang

Diocese: The Roman Catholic Diocese of
Penang is situated in the Northern
region of West Malaysia, covering 5
states namely Penang, Perlis, Kedah,
Perak dan Kelantan. The Diocese of
Penang and the Diocese of Melaka-
Johor are Suffragan Dioceses of the
Archdiocese of Kuala Lumpur

Birth Date: 11 November 1951

Birth Place: Johor Bahru, Johor, Malaysia

Sacrament of Baptism: 18 November 1951

Sacrament of First
Holy Communion:

04 October 1959

Sacrament of
Confirmation:

05 August 1962

Parents: Meachery Joseph Francis, born in
Kerala, India in 1895; 
Mary Kollanur Joseph, born in Kerala,
India in 1917

Languages: English, Malay, Tamil

Hobbies: Reading, travelling, outdoor activities
such as hiking, hill climbing and brisk
walking.
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1958 - 1963 Primary Education @ St. Joseph’s Primary
School, Johor Bahru run by the Brothers of St.
Gabriel for six (6) years.

1964 - 1967 Secondary Education at Monfort Secondary
School, Singapore also run by the Brothers of
St. Gabriel for four (4) years (until Senior
Cambridge).

1964 - 1966 Joined the Juniorate of the Brothers of St.
Gabriel in Singapore and resided with the
Brothers in Community.

1967 - 1970 Joined St. Francis Xavier’s Minor Seminary in
Singapore.

1967 Passed Senior Cambridge examination in
Singapore.

1970 Passed Higher School Certificate at St. Francis
Xavier’s Minor Seminary in Singapore.

1971 Enrolled into College General Major Seminary
in Penang, Malaysia and completed two years
course in Initiation and Philosophy in 1972.

1973 Worked as a temporary teacher at St.
Theresa’s Secondary School, Sungai Petani,
Kedah (a Government Aided Mission School
run by the De La Salle Christian Brothers) and
assisted in the Church of Christ the King,
Sungai Petani, Kedah, Malaysia as a
Seminarian on pastoral leave for one year.

1974 Returned to College General Major Seminary
in Penang, Malaysia and completed Theology
in 1976.
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Attracted to spending time with the rural
indigenous communities in Sabah and Sarawak,

Peninsular Malaysia, Bali, Indonesia, Australia and
India which His Eminence has personally visited;
Loves seeing lives of the indigenous in the rural
areas and aboriginal communities at its original
and innocence which is not spoiled by the modern

contemporary and artificial lifestyles.

Must include life of contemplation and reflection in
silence which people generally call prayer and also must
have spiritual energy for sustenance. Must have good
human & emotional maturity and balance, always be
opened to creative thinking inclusive of all especially
ethnic, racial and religious differences. Open to the

Gospel values of LOVE, TRUTH, SACRIFICE,
FREEDOM and BEAUTY which is mentioned in the

Coat of Arms represented by the five arrows.

PERSONAL SIGNIFICANT

MOMENTS

PERSONAL BELIEF

14



APPOINTMENTS

15

&

AWARDS



The Journey to the Cardinalate
His Eminence Cardinal Sebastian Francis

January 1977 Ordained Deacon at Church of the
Immaculate COnception, Johor Bahru,
Johor, Malaysia and appointed to the
Church of the Immaculate Conception,
Johor Bahru, Johor.

28 July 1977 Ordained Diocesan priest of Melaka-
Johor Diocese at the Church of the
Immaculate Conception, Johor Bahru,
Johor, Malaysia.

July 1977 - 
September 1977

Assistant Priest at the Church of the
Immaculate Conception, Johor Bahru,
Johor.

September 1977 -
January 1981

Assistant Priest at Church of St. Francis
Xavier, Melaka

January 1981 -
October 1981

Assistant Priest at the Church of the
Immaculate Conception, Johor Bahru,
Johor.

January 1981 -
January 1984

Appointed as a Consultor of the Melaka-
Johor Diocese.

October 1981 -
June 1983

Studied Dogmatic Theology at the
Angelicum Pontifical University of St.
Thomas Aquinas in Rome, Italy.

June 1984 -
December 1984

Studied and practiced Bahasa Malaysia in
Kuala Lumpur, Indonesia and Keningau,
Sabah.

January 1985 -
June 1998

Lecturer for Dogmatic Theology,
Formator and Spiritual Director at College
General, Penang.

16
APPOINTMENTS



The Journey to the Cardinalate
His Eminence Cardinal Sebastian Francis

September 1985 -
June 1998

Chaplain to University Undergraduates at
University Sains Malaysia, Penang,
Malaysia and appointed Spiritual Director
for Tamil Charismatic Renewal, Diocese of
Penang, Malaysia.

December 1987 -
February 1988

Served at Church of Sacred Heart,
Queensland, Australia

July 1990 - 
June 1991

Studied and obtained Advanced Degree
in Justice and Peace from Maryknoll
School of Theology in New York, USA.

July 1991 -
June 1998

Second term as Lecturer, Formator,
Spiritual Director at College General,
Penang, Malaysia.

July 1992 -
September 1992

Pursued Programme on Personal Growth,
Development and Spirituality for formators
in Ashirvad, Bangalore, India.

September 1996 -
June 1998

Administrator of the Church of Immaculate
Conception, Pulau Tikus, Penang.
Malaysia.

July 1998 -
February 1999

Pursued Spirituality Course at St. Joseph’s
Spirituality Centre, Bangalore, India.

February 1999 -
May 2003

Appointed Assistant Priest and then as the
Administrator of Sacred Heart Cathedral,
Johor Bahru, Johor, Malaysia.

March 1999 - 
March 2008

Appointed Director of Pastoral Institute of
Melaka-Johor Diocese, Malaysia.

1999 Appointed member of the Peninsular
Malaysia Pastoral Team (PMPT) and
Chairman of its meetings.
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February 2000 -
2011

Appointed Vicar General of Melaka-Johor
Diocese, Malaysia.

December 2001 -
May 2003

Appointed Diocesan Administrator of
Melaka-Johor Diocese, Malaysia.

April 2003 -
January 2011

Appointed Parish Priest of Church of St.
Louis, Kluang, JOhor and the
Administrator of Church of St. Philip,
Segamat, Church of St. Peter, Mersing,
Church of St. Henry, Batu Pahat and
Church of St. Anthony, Cha’ah.

2006 - 2011 Appointed Chairman of the Melaka-Johor
Diocesan Finance Committee.

2006 Organised the Peninsular Malaysia
Pastoral Convention (PMPC) III for the
Peninsular Malaysia Arch/Dioceses and
the Melaka-Johor Diocesan Synod.

2009 Director of Formation for seven
candidates to the Permanent Diaconate
ordained at the Sacred Heart Cathedral in
August 2011.

Jan 2011 Appointed Parish Priest of Church of
Christ the King, Kulai, Johor.

March 2012 Appointed Assistant Priest at St. Peter’s
Church, Melaka.

7 July 2012 Appointed Bishop of Penang

20 August 2012 -
Present

Ordained and installed as the Bishop of
Penang, Rt. Rev. Sebastian Francis, D.D.
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2015 - 2017 Appointed Vice President of the
Malaysian Consultative Council of
Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Sikhism
and Taoism (MCCBCHST) and the
Christian Federation of Malaysia (CFM).

2017 - 2023 Appointed President of the Catholic
Bishops’ Conference of Malaysia,
Singapore and Brunei (CBCMSB) and
member of the Central Committee for the
Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conference
(FABC).

January 2023 Appointed Chairman of the FABC OFfice
of Social Communication (OSC) which
includes the governance of the Radio
Veritas Asia (RVA).

9 July 2023 Elected to the College of Cardinals

August 2023 President of the Episcopal Regional
Commission for Social Communication,
for Consecrated LIfe and for Malaysian
Catholic Education Council, Catholic
Bishops’ Conference of Malaysia,
Singapore, Brunei

30 September 2023 Appointed Cardinal at the Consistory in
Rome and assigned a parish in Rome at
the Church of Mary, Cause of Our Joy
(Parrocchia S. Maria Causa Nostrae
Laetitiae) located at Piazza Siderea, 1/A
00133 Rome, Italy

04 October 2023 Appointed Member of the Dicastery for
Promoting Integral Human Development.
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09 July 2016 Received the state award, Darjah Setia
Pangkuan Negeri (DSPN) which carries
the title Dato’ in conjunction with the
Yang Di-Pertua Negeri Pulau Pinang TYT
Tun Dato’ Seri Utama Abdul Rahman
Abbas’ 78th birthday celebration on the
9th of July 2016.

22 July 2021 Awarded the degree of Darjah Gemilang
Pangkuan Negeri (D.G.P.N.) and was
bestowed the title Dato’ Seri on 22 July
2021.

AWARDS
20
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THE LAMB OF GOD
The Victorious LAMB OF GOD is
prominently depicted in the shield (Rev
5:9-10). It recalls the unconditional and
vicarious sacrifice offered to procure
salvation for all humanity.  The LAMB rests
on the Word of God.  The Word and
Eucharist will be the foundation for his
episcopal ministry.
An allusion is also made to the Bride of the
Lamb (Rev 21:9). The local Church is the
Bride and the bishop is the head of the
local Church.

THE QUIVER OF ARROWS
Attribute to St. Sebastian, the
weapons used in his martyrdom.  
The quiver contains give arrows
representing the Gospel values of
LOVE, TRUTH, SACRIFICE,
BEAUTY and FREEDOM.

THE MOTTO
The Latin words “FIAT VOLUNTAS TUA”
translated as “Obedience to God’s will.”
Recalls the reply of the Blessed Virgin Mary
when she was invited by the Archangel
Gabriel to be the mother of Jesus Christ (Lk
1:38) AND the disposition of Jesus while
praying in the Garden of Gethsemane (Lk
22:43)

THE FIVE-POINTED STAR

THE 15 TASSELS (FORMERLY 6)

The five (5) points of the Star
represents the five (5) States which
make up the Diocese of Penang.
The States are PERLIS Indra
Kayangan, KEDAH Darul Aman,
PULAU PINANG, KELANTAN Darul
Naim and PERAK Darul Ridzuan.
The colour yellow depicts the
UNITY of the Faithful in these five
States.

The increase in tassels signifies a
promotion in ecclesiastical office.  
It also recalls the day Christ was
crucified, the 15th day of Nisan in
the Jewish calendar.  Cardinals
are exhorted “to act with courage,
even to shedding of your blood”
like Christ.

THE ECCLESIASTICAL HAT OR GALERO
In heraldry, this broad-brimmed ecclesiastical hat
symbolizes the clergy

REPRESENTATION OF COLOURS IN THE COAT OF ARMS
Red on shield:  Signifies magnanimity and fortitude of the saints and martyrs.
Blue on shield:  Signifies loyalty, chastity, strength and faith, emulating the virtues of the Blessed Virgin Mary.
Yellow on the Star:  Signifies the unity of the faithful in the 5 states of the Diocese of Penang.
Scarlet Red on the Ecclesiastical Hat & Tassels:  Signifies the martyrdom of Christ and His followers.  
Cardinals use this colour to symbolize their willingness to defend their faith with their own blood.
Gold on the Cross:  Represents the Glory and Divinity of Christ, the Head of the Church.
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To The Most Reverend Sebastian Francis 
Bishop of Penang,

Dear Brother,

In being created a Cardinal, you will become part of
the clergy of Rome. Welcome!

This membership expresses the unity of the Church
and the bond of all the Churches

with that of Rome.

This closeness does not diminish 
the rich reality of the Church in her variety of

languages and cultures; that is her universality,
which has nothing to do with uniformity.

Universality was revealed on the morning of
Pentecost by the symphonic unity of 

“Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of

Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus

and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and

the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and

visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes,

Cretans and Arabs”
(Acts 2:9- 11).

The Journey to the Cardinalate
His Eminence Cardinal Sebastian Francis

LETTER OF POPE FRANCIS TO 
CARDINAL SEBASTIAN FRANCIS
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The call to universality impels us to
implant the faith in every culture, each with its own
values and distinctive characteristics (inculturation

of the faith). A faith incapable of inculturation is not a
genuine faith, for it succumbs to the temptation of

‘uniformity”, typical of a rigid way of thinking. At the
same time, alongside the inculturation of faith, there
is the evangelization of cultures. These two aspects

— inculturation of faith and evangelization of
cultures — are inseparable.

I hope that this short reflection will
help you live these two dimensions fully

in your own vocation as a Pastor.

Know that I am praying for you;
please do not forget to do so for me.

May Jesus bless you and may the
Blessed Virgin Mary accompany you.

Fraternally,

Rome, Saint John Lateran, 9 July 2023
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