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HELP US SPREAD THE GOOD NEWS!
Worldwide is a South African missionary magazine. It won two international awards 

from the Geneva-based International Christian Organisation of the Media (ICOM) 
in 2016. Published bi-monthly, it strives to be food for thought and provide insights 
for personal and spiritual growth, which requires the skills and devotion of people 

from various continents. Tell your friends about our very nice magazine 
and invite them to make a yearly subscription!

PRICES FOR ONE YEAR 
SUBSCRIPTION FEE  

South Africa:     

Other African countries: 

Rest of the world: 

PLEASE CONTACT:

Comboni Media Centre
P.O. Box 266 • Silverton 0127, Pretoria, South Africa
Tel: 012 804 6193 • Cell: 072 928 4214
Fax: 012 804 6654 • Email: wwide@mweb.co.za

R150.00 – Normal subscription
R500.00 – Benefactor’s subscription

R300.00 (US$25.00) – Surface mail
R500.00 (US$40.00) – Airmail

R500.00 (US$40.00)

MODE OF PAYMENT: 

We would like to recommend that you remit 
your subscription or renewal fees by EFT 
(Payments done by cheque or by cash at the 
tellers are rather expensive for us). In order to 
identify you, always quote your SUBSCRIPTION 
NUMBER as a reference (The first 4 numbers in 
the first line of your address label) and/or your 
name or cell phone.

• Bank details: ABSA SILVERTON 
• Account number: 07 1157 4417 
• Branch Code: 334445 
• Account name (cheque account):  
CATHOLIC CHURCH WORLDWIDE

CASH PAYMENTS—at our offices: 518 
President Street, Silverton, Pretoria (Monday  
to Friday 09:30 to 15:30) 

NB: For first-time subscribers making a bank 

deposit or transfer, please use the code you 

were given as reference. Otherwise, use your 

surname and initials as a reference and forward 

us your personal details—name, surname, postal 

address, telephone number and email.

THANKS FOR CONTINUING 
TO READ WORLDWIDE 
AND SUPPORTING US!

N o w  0 N  l i N E

HAVE YOU JOINED US RECENTLY?
Draw from the wells of worlDwiDe past issues

VISIT US ONLINE AT:

www.worldwidemagazine.org
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EdiToriAl

TRUE HAPPINESS

“Christianity is a religion of joy, even though its 
universal symbol—ironically—is the Cross, a symbol 
of pain, suffering and cruel death. The light of Jesus’ 
Resurrection shines on His brothers and sisters  
and helps them experience God’s liberating love.”

FR JOSEPH REBELO, EDITOR

God created us for happiness. As a 
Father/Mother, God is glad when we 
are well and joyful. Jesus, too, came 
to help us have “life in abundance” (Jn 
10: 10). His Gospel is a proposal for life 
to the full; it is an invitation to rejoice 
and be glad. Jesus’ message brings us 
joy: “I have said these things to you, 
so that my joy may be in you, and that 
your joy may be complete” (Jn 15: 11).

Christianity is a religion of joy, 
though its universal symbol—ironi-
cally—is the Cross, a symbol of pain, 
suffering and cruel death. The light 
of Jesus’ Resurrection shines on His 
brothers and sisters and helps them 
experience God’s liberating love. 
Therefore, Christians are an Easter 
people. As St Augustine of Hippo said, 
“We are a resurrection people, and our 
song is ‘Alleluia’.”

Life is not all beauty. There is dark-
ness and sin, poverty and pain but 
“Christians whose lives seem like Lent 
without Easter” (Evangelii Gaudium, 6) 
have not yet fully experienced the es-
sence of Christian faith, which is God’s 
abiding love. Joy is among the main 
fruits of the Holy Spirit (Galatians 
5: 22). As God-given, joy is strong-
er than any trouble and cannot be 
extinguished by life’s setbacks. Ulti-
mately, it is the barometer of a sound 
spiritual life.

The Beatitudes (Mt 5: 3–12) form the 
“Magna Carta” of Christianity—and 
paradoxically of a happy life. The first 
two are the most difficult as they de-
clare the poor and those who mourn, 
blessed, but they are truly a proposal 
of a lifestyle based on trust in God 

and commitment to humanity; those 
who love and care for others, weep. 
Pope Francis said that “true happiness 
is being with the Lord and living for 
love.” In love, we go out of ourselves 
and experience the satisfaction of be-
ing for others. 

We tend to confuse pleasure and 
joy, gratification and happiness. We 
look for fun but do not always find 
contentment. No doubt, we need eve-
ry day’s little joys and pleasurable 
moments. Affection and security, 
friendship and good company, op-
portunities and achievements, food 
and comfort, rest and leisure, all give 
us a sense of wellbeing, helping us 
to realise life’s purpose. Happiness, 
however, requires more than good 
living conditions. It must be predi-
cated upon going out of ourselves and 
showing care for others.

Jesus was misunderstood by the 
Scribes and Pharisees as He joined 
the parties of those who invited Him 
to dine. He was labelled a “glutton and 
a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors 
and sinners” (Mt 11: 19). He certainly 
“didn’t deprive Himself of the day’s en-
joyment” (Sir 14: 14) and was a person 
everybody sought to be with. 

Jesus is a model of happiness, even 
though Church icons seldom show 
Him smiling. He had a terrific sense of 
humour and He must have exuded wit. 
In His footsteps, and with the power of 
His Resurrection, we would like to be 
“joyful messengers” of His love to help 
others to be “set free from sin, sor-
row, inner emptiness and loneliness” 
(Evangelii Gaudium, 1). 
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The power of suffering
Every issue of the magazine is a happening. The last issue on the 
Mystery of suffering was not an exception as it helped me reflect upon 
my personal experience. Suffering of any kind is very challenging. We 
avoid it as much as we can. However, suffering has a tremendous po-
tential: it can make us bitter or sweeter. When accepted, with the help 
of faith, it is transformative, and makes us kinder and more merciful 
people. We all know people who underwent great pain and hardships 

and became very luminous human beings. Like Jesus, they were made ‘perfect’ through suffering. 
• MARY WILSON, received by email

KeepINg OuR MOSt geNuINe cuLtuRAL vALueS
I appreciate the work and writings of the Comboni Missionaries as they share the worldwide culture and 
events and remind all of us that we belong to one family under one God. In reading the December-January 
2020 issue of Worldwide, in particular the article on Ubuntu, I am prompted to make the following comments:
1. Although the sangomas may play a role in helping the communities where there is disruption, 
we cannot accept all their practices as some of them seem to be against the Christian teachings.
2. If the Ubuntu really stands for the common good then why do people support leaders (Kings, 
Chiefs and even the President) when they engage in bribery, corruption and abuse of power over 
everything and everybody?
3. When people at political events shout Amandla and then protect the wrongdoers, they make 
a mockery of the Ubuntu principles.

I think we should discuss these issues again so that we keep the true Ubuntu values and get 
rid of cultural traditions which are not so recommendable and uplifting.
• JOHN DANIeLS, received by email 

AppRecIAtION MeSSAgeS
A big thank you to all for the work you do to provide us with such an excellent, informative magazine! I 
always look forward, with excited anticipation, for the next edition. Most appreciative thanks too, for the 
beautiful Liturgical Calendar to which I daily refer to: it reminds me of important saints’ Feast Days. Wish-
ing you continued success in all what you undertake for 2020 (and looking forward to future editions)!
• KALLY McARtHuR, Cresta 2118

Please accept my humblest apologies for this late payment. I just kept forgetting when I did my 
payments at month end. Keep up the fabulous work and tons of blessings for all the missionaries 
involved in the magazine.
• MARYANNe HALIM, received by email

Write to: The Editor of Worldwide
Comboni Media Centre  
P.O. Box 266,  Silverton 0127, Pretoria
Email: wwide.magazine@gmail.com

DATES TO REMEMBER

POPE'S PRAYER INTENTIONS

april 
2 – World Autism Awareness Day; 4 – Interna-
tional Day for Mine Awareness and Assistance 
in Mine Action; 7 – Day of Remembrance  
of the Victims of the Rwanda Genocide;  
7 – World Health Day; 12 – International Day 
of Human Space Flight; 22 – International 
Mother Earth Day; 23 – World Book and  
Copyright Day; 25 – World Malaria Day;  
26 – World Intellectual Property Day;  
28 – World Day for Safety and Health at Work; 
29 – Day of Remembrance for all Victims  
of Chemical Warfare; 30 – International Jazz Day;

MaY
3 – World Press Freedom Day; 5 – Day of Vesak; 
8 – Time of Remembrance and Reconciliation  
for Those Who Lost Their Lives during the Sec-
ond World War; 15 – International Day  
of Families; 16 – International Day of Living  
Together in Peace; 17 – World Telecommunica-
tion and Information Society Day; 21 – World 
Day for Cultural Diversity for Dialogue and De-
velopment; 22 – International Day for Biological 
Diversity; 24 – 5th Anniversary of the publica-
tion of Laudato Si’; 29 – International Day of  
UN Peacekeepers; 31 – World No-Tobacco Day;

april
FREEDOM FROM ADDICTION. We pray that 
those suffering from addiction may be helped 
and accompanied.

MaY
FOR DEACONS. We pray that deacons, faithful 
in their service to the Word and the poor, may 
be an invigorating symbol for the entire Church.

RENEWING YOUR SUBSCRIPTION 
TO WORLDWIDE

Dear subscribers and friends,
We would like to recommend that you remit 
your subscription or renewal fees by BANK 
DEPOSIT OR TRANSFER (Payments done 
by cheque are rather expensive for us). In 
order to identify you, always quote your 
SUBSCRIPTION NUMBER as a reference 
(The first 4 numbers in the first line of your 
address label) and/or your name or cell phone. 
• Bank details: ABSA SILVERTON
• Account number: 07 1157 4417
• Branch Code: 334445
• Account name (cheque account): 
CATHOLIC CHURCH WORLDWIDE

CASH PAYMENTS—at our offices: 518 
President Street, Silverton, Pretoria (Monday 
to Friday 09:30 to 15.30) 

We would like to encourage you, our valued 
subscribers, to ensure that your information is up 
to date—address, telephone, mobile number and 
email address—and to let us know if the magazine 
has not been arriving regularly as it should.

NOtIce ABOut pAYMeNt FOR MAgAZINe ReNeWAL
Dear subscribers and friends,
We notice that a good number of subscribers still renew or pay their subscription by making cash 
deposits at the counter. The hard fact is that for a cash deposit of R150.00 at the tellers, we are 
charged R60.00 (thus, only R90.00 comes to us). This amount doesn’t pay the printing and 
postage expenses.

If you really need to make a cash deposit, we kindly request you to consider adding R45.00 for 
bank charges. Alternatively, you may use the ATM machines to make cash deposits with or 
without a card, and the charges range between R7.00 and R12.00. The staff at any bank are 
readily available to help those who may not know how to deposit at the ATM.

Otherwise, we highly recommend that you remit your subscription or renewal fees through 
Internet Banking, Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT) and Mobile Banking, where possible. 
These services are not charged.

Thank you for your continued collaboration and support!
• tHe ADMINIStRAtION
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WORLDWIDE has the exclusive services of the following magazines for South Africa: WORLD MISSION (Philippines); NEW PEOPLE (Kenya); AFRIQUESPOIR 
(DR of Congo); ALÉM-MAR (Portugal); NIGRIZIA (Italy); MUNDO NEGRO (Spain); ESQUILA MISIONAL (Mexico); MISION SIN FRONTERAS (Peru); and IGLESIA 
SINFRONTERAS (Colombia).

CoNTENTS

THE JOY OF THE GOSPEL
Pope Francis, in his first Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel), published in 
November 2013, invites us to experience anew the love of God, which is a source of consolation and joy, and 
share it with others. He encourages “the Christian faithful to embark upon a new chapter of evangelization 
marked by the joy of the Gospel” (#1). He says that we need to “recover the original freshness of the Gospel”, 
finding “new avenues” and “new paths of creativity” to share our faith. This is possible only if we are “spirit-
filled evangelizers”, that is, “fearlessly open to the working of the Holy Spirit” who gives us “the courage to 
proclaim the newness of the Gospel with boldness (parrhesía) in every time and place, even when it meets 
with opposition.” 
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HUMAN DISTURBANCE INCREASING CAN-
NIBALISM AMONG POLAR BEARS. Cases 
of polar bears killing and eating each other 
are on the rise in the Arctic as melting ice and 
human activity erode their habitat. “Cases of 
cannibalism among polar bears are a long-
established fact, but we’re worried that such 
cases used to be found rarely while now they 
are recorded quite often,” said Ilya Mordvintsev, 
a Russian expert.

 Mordvintsev, a senior researcher at Mos-
cow’s Severtsov Institute of Problems of Ecology 
and Evolution, added: “We state that cannibal-
ism in polar bears is increasing.” Speaking at 
a presentation in St Petersburg, he suggested 
that the behaviour could be due to lack of food. 
“In some seasons there is not enough food and 
large males attack females with cubs.”

The rise in cases could also be due partly 
to more people working in the Arctic and re-
porting such behaviour, he said. “Now we get 
information not only from scientists but also 
from the growing number of oil workers and 
defence ministry employees.”

The area from the Gulf of Ob to the Barents 
Sea, where polar bears used to hunt, is now a 
busy route for ships carrying liquefied natural 
gas (LNG), Mordvintsev said. “The Gulf of Ob 
was always a hunting ground for the polar bear. 
Now it has broken ice all year round,” he said, 
linking this change to active gas extraction on 

the huge Yamal peninsula bordering the Gulf 
of Ob, and the launch of an Arctic LNG plant.

Russia, already a key global oil and gas ex-
porter, is keen to develop its LNG potential in 
the Arctic. It has also significantly upgraded its 
military facilities there.

Another Russian scientist, Vladimir Sokolov, 
who has led numerous expeditions with the Arc-
tic and Antarctic Research Institute, based in 
St Petersburg, said that this year polar bears 
had been mainly affected by abnormally warm 
weather on Spitsbergen Island to the north, in 
Norway’s Svalbard archipelago, where there had 
been no ice floes and little snow.

Russian researchers have recorded growing 
numbers of polar bears moving away from their 
traditional hunting grounds as ice melts due to 
climate change.

Over the last quarter century, summer-end 
Arctic ice levels had fallen by 40%, said Sokolov. 
He predicted that polar bears would eventually 
no longer hunt on sea ice and be confined to 
shore areas and high-latitude archipelagos.

Russians living in Arctic settlements have 
sounded the alarm over dozens of bears en-
tering areas where people now live, particularly 
to raid rubbish dumps for food.
{AFP, www.theguardian.com}

UN DRAFT PLAN SETS 2030 TARGET TO 
AVERT EARTH’S SIXTH MASS EXTINC-
TION. Almost a third of the world’s oceans 
and land should be protected by the end of 
the decade to stop and reverse biodiversity 
decline that risks the survival of humanity, 
according to a draft Paris-style UN agreement 
on nature.

To combat what scientists have de-
scribed as the sixth mass extinction event 
in Earth’s history, the proposal sets a 2030 
deadline for the conservation and restora-
tion of ecosystems and wildlife that perform 
crucial services for humans.

The text, drafted by the UN Convention on 
Biological Diversity, is expected to be adopted 
by governments in October at a crucial UN 
summit in the Chinese city of Kunming. It 
comes after countries largely failed to meet 
targets for the previous decade agreed in Ai-
chi, Japan, in 2010.

As well as calling for a commitment to pro-
tect at least 30% of the planet, the 20-point 
draft plan, which has been likened to the 2015 
Paris agreement on the climate crisis, aims 
to introduce controls on invasive species and 
reduce pollution from plastic waste and excess 
nutrients by 50%.

The draft text has been welcomed by envi-
ronmental campaigners, who have called on 
governments to treat the targets outlined in 

the accord as the minimum acceptable level 
for which to aim.

The director of Campaign for Nature, Brian 
O’Donnell, said: “Today’s draft shows that 
countries are listening and that they recognise 
the increasingly important role that protect-
ing land and water must play in confronting 
climate change, preventing wildlife extinctions, 
and supporting people and local communities. 
This is a very encouraging first step.

“Much work remains to be done in the com-
ing months to ensure that the rights of indig-
enous people are advanced, and bold conser-
vation and finance targets are included in the 
final agreement.”

By 2030, the trade in wild species must be legal 
and sustainable, according to the draft document, 
which also aims to promote the full and effective 
participation of indigenous peoples and local com-
munities in decision-making about biodiversity.
{Patrick Greenfield, www.theguardian.com}

RADAR

Habitat stress is leading bears to even eat other polar bears 
and to come nearer human settlements.

Experts have identified oceans as 
a key battleground in the fight to protect 
humanity’s natural “life support system”.
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NEWLY WATERPROOFED ARCTIC SEED 
VAULT HITS ONE MILLION SAMPLES. The 
Arctic global seed vault has reached the mile-
stone of having one million varieties stored 
in its deep freeze. The new deposits are be-
ing made after the unexpected flooding of its 
entrance tunnel in 2017 prompted an upgrade.

Seeds from 60 000 crop varieties from 
across the world are being placed in the vault 
to back up those held in other seed banks.

The €9 million (R135 million) underground 
facility in the Norwegian archipelago of Svalbard 
opened in 2008 as a “failsafe” store—but the 
unexpectedly rapid pace of global heating led to 
melting of the permafrost that had encased it.

Now, a €20 million (R300 million) refurbish-
ment by the Norwegian government means the 
vault is secure for the future and “absolutely 
watertight”, according to officials.

The destruction of nature means vital diver-
sity of crops and their wild relatives are being 
lost, at a time when the impact of the climate 
emergency means new varieties are needed to 
cope with changing weather and pests. Seed 
banks can also be destroyed by power loss and 
war, as happened in Aleppo, Syria, making the 
Svalbard vault crucial.

Tuesday’s deposits, from 36 institutions, are the 
most diverse and include seeds of 27 wild plants 
from Prince Charles’s Highgrove estate as well 

as seeds of the candy roaster squash, which are 
being deposited by the Cherokee Nation in the US.

Wild emmer wheat, known as the “mother of 
wheat” when it was discovered in 1906, is being 
deposited by Haifa University in Israel, alongside 
potato varieties from Peru and other crops from 
Mongolia, Morocco, Myanmar and New Zealand. 
Each sample contains roughly 500 seeds.

The Svalbard vault, which is carved into solid 
rock, houses samples of about 1 050 000 crop 
varieties from 5 000 species. This represents 
two-fifths of the estimated 2.4 million varie-
ties in the world, and the vault has plenty of 
room to accommodate them.

“Crop diversity is an essential basis of food 
production,” said Hannes Dempewolf, a sci-
entist at Crop Trust, which operates the vault 
alongside the Nordic Genetic Resource Centre. 
“The Svalbard vault is the essential backup 
facility for seed banks around the world, safe-
guarding the biodiversity they hold.”

Many crop varieties have been lost, including 
93% of fruit and vegetable varieties in the US.

“The issue of some water intrusion in the 
entrance tunnel was certainly not foreseen dur-
ing construction,” Dempewolf said. “No-one 
thought summers would be so warm.
{Damian Carrington, www.theguardian.com}

POWERFUL ANTIBIOTIC DISCOVERED US-
ING MACHINE LEARNING FOR FIRST TIME. 
A powerful antibiotic that kills some of the 
most dangerous drug-resistant bacteria in the 
world has been discovered using artificial intel-
ligence (AI). The drug works in a different way 
to existing antibacterials and is the first of its 
kind to be found by setting AI loose on vast 
digital libraries of pharmaceutical compounds.

Tests showed that the drug wiped out a 
range of antibiotic-resistant strains of bacte-
ria, including Acinetobacter baumannii and En-
terobacteriaceae, two of the three high-priority 
pathogens that the World Health Organization 
ranks as “critical” for new antibiotics to target.
“In terms of antibiotic discovery, this is ab-
solutely a first,” said Regina Barzilay, a sen-
ior researcher on the project and special-
ist in machine learning at Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT).

“I think this is one of the more powerful anti-
biotics that has been discovered to date,” add-
ed James Collins, a bio-engineer on the team 
at MIT. “It has remarkable activity against a 
broad range of antibiotic-resistant pathogens.”

Antibiotic resistance arises when bacteria 
mutate and evolve to sidestep the mechanisms 
that antimicrobial drugs use to kill them. With-
out new antibiotics to tackle resistance, 10 
million lives around the world could be at risk 
each year from infections by 2050.

 “The work really is remarkable,” said Jacob 
Durrant, who works on computer-aided drug 
design at the University of Pittsburgh. “Their 

approach highlights the power of computer-
aided drug discovery. It would be impossible 
to physically test over 100 million compounds 
for antibiotic activity.”

“Given typical drug-development costs, in 
terms of both time and money, any method 
that can speed early-stage drug discovery has 
the potential to make a big impact,” he added.
{Ian Sample, www.theguardian.com}

The culture plate on the right has bacteria that are resistant to all of the antibiotics tested.

Construction workers add the finishing touches to the seed vault 
which already stores over one million varieties.
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GRETA AND MALALA: WHY PHOTOS OF 
THUNBERG ARE A FLICKER OF LIGHT IN A 
DARK, DARK WORLD. To quote George Har-
rison, it’s been a long and lonely winter. The 
world is on fire—or in flood—and everything feels 
hopeless, and that is before you get to politics, 
where no-one seems interested in doing any-
thing about the aforementioned dumpster that 
the human race has set alight.

Reports suggest that “ecological grief” or “cli-
mate depression” are very real states of being. 
Everything seems so incredibly, irredeemably 
bleak. How do you find hope among the ruins?

Thankfully, we have photographs of Greta 
Thunberg meeting other similarly inspirational 
people, most recently Malala Yousafzai. Thun-
berg is 17 and Yousafzai is 22 (she was 15 when 
she was shot by the Taliban in retribution for 
her activism supporting young girls’ right to an 
education). I won’t bore you with the details of 
what I was doing when I was their age, but rest 
assured it was not world-changing activism.

That is part of what makes Thunberg so in-
spirational, and why she gives me hope for the 
future. Unlike older generations, she did not 

have the luxury of a childhood unmarred by 
climate anxiety. When terror struck, Thunberg, 
like Yousafzai, refused to capitulate by staying 
silent, as is expected of girls.

As a result of her bravery and forthrightness, 
we get to see her meeting everyone from Barack 
Obama to Jane Goodall, not to mention Jeremy 
Corbyn, Leonardo DiCaprio and (via Skype, to 
save their carbon footprints) David Attenborough.

Of course, th is isn’t just about Thunberg. 
The school climate strikes have galvanised a 

generation of young activists dismayed by the 
inaction of their predecessors. Last week, she 
tweeted a photograph of Hamburg’s school 
strike protest, which organisers claimed had 
an attendance of 60 000.

It is cheering to see children come together for a 
brighter future, and it makes those devastating arti-
cles about starving polar bears, melting glaciers and 
rampant bushfires just that tiny bit more bearable. 
It is a flicker of light in the darkness—and I’ll take it.
{Rhiannon Lucy Cosslett, www.theguardian.com}

“The world economy has clearly caught a cold. 
The outbreak of COVID-19 came at a particularly 

vulnerable point in the global business cycle.”
• STEPHEN S. ROACH, in an article entitled, When China sneezes 

(www.project-syndicate.org). 

“Dissatisfaction with democracy is the perfect breeding 
ground for authoritarian populists. Strongmen, 

whether actual or potential, have little vested interest 
in democratic reform. Liberal democrats do. 
They should be the ones leading the charge.”

• ANDRÉS VELASCO, in an article entitled, To protect democracy, 
reform it (www.project-syndicate.org).

“Coming close to death you begin to know what 
life means, and what it means is gratitude.”

• ROGER SCRUTON wrote on 21 December 2019 in Roger Scruton: 
My 2019 (www.spectator.co.uk). The conservative philosopher 

died on 12 January 2020.

“According to Israeli historian and diplomat 
Pinchas Lapide and sustained by Sir Martin Gilbert, 

the Catholic Church under the pontificate of Pius 
XII acted to save the lives of an estimated 847 000 

Jews, almost a million.”
• GARY KRUPP, co-founder with his wife Meredith of the Pave 
the Way Foundation that has worked since 2006 to restore  

the good name of Pope Pius XII smeared by the Soviet 
Disinformation Project called ‘Seat 12’ (www.zenit.org).

“The digital galaxy, and specifically artificial 
intelligence, is at the very heart of the epochal 

change we are experiencing.”

“Digital innovation touches every aspect of our lives, 
both personal and social. It affects our way 
of understanding the world and ourselves. 
It is increasingly present in human activity 
and even in human decisions and is thus 

altering the way we think and act.”
• POPE FRANCIS in his message sent on 28 February to the 

participants in a workshop on The ‘good’ algorithm? Artificial 
intelligence: Ethics, Law, Health, organised by the Pontifical 

Academy for Life in the Vatican.

“The Church is not afraid of history, rather, she loves it, 
and would like to love it more and better, as God does! 

So, with the same trust of my predecessors, I open 
and entrust to researchers this documentary heritage.”

• POPE FRANCIS announcing the opening of the Vatican 
Archives for the Pontificate of Pius XII which took place 

on 2 March 2020.

“Roughly 40% of people in Africa live below US$1.90 
a day. People in sub-Saharan Africa are more than twice 

as likely to live in poverty as those in South Asia, 
the next poorest region globally.”

“By 2030, only 11 of Africa’s 54 countries are projected 
to be able to eliminate extreme poverty, according to World 

Data Lab. Nearly all the countries projected to achieve 
the target are in North Africa or are small island states.”
• ZACHARY DONNENFELD in an article entitled, What is the future 

of poverty in Africa?, written for the Institute for Security Studies, 
on 2 March 2020.
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Greta Thunberg and Malala Yousafzai met at the University of Oxford.
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HEROIC AMERICAN SURGEON DR TOM 
CATENA EARNS TOP MEDICAL MISSION-
ARY AWARD FOR SAVING LIVES IN AFRICA’S 
FORGOTTEN WAR ZONE. An American surgeon 
hailed as “the world’s most important doctor”—to 
more than a million patients—is being honoured 
with a top international medical award. On 28 
January, Florida-based African Mission Health-
care (AMH) announced that Dr Tom Catena is 
the recipient of the non-profit’s 2019 Gerson 
L’Chaim Prize for “Outstanding Christian medi-
cal missionary service”, sponsored by Jewish 
philanthropists, Rabbi Erica and Mark Gerson. 

“Perhaps the primary Jewish responsibility is to 
love the stranger, and to do so meaningfully—in ac-
tion, where real people materially experience this 
love,” said Mark Gerson, co-founder of AMH and 
benefac tor of the Gerson L’Chaim Prize. “We are 
so grateful to Tom for providing us with the oppor-
tunity to fulfil this Jewish obligation so effectively.” 

Dr Tom Catena, a 55-year-old Catholic medical 
missionary from upstate New York, has served 
in Africa for 20 years. He is the only surgeon for 
1.3 million people in a region nearly twice the 
size of Massachusetts. As a medical missionary, 
he put his life on the line living in the middle of 
the war-torn and besieged Nuba Mountains, a 
territory fiercely contested by its inhabitants and 
the former government of Sudan. 

In 2011, when Khartoum government started 
bombing its own people in this southernmost 
state in Sudan, most expatriate workers fled, 
but Dr Catena insisted on staying and said, “The 
source of most of our conflicts is the idea that 

one person’s life is more valuable than someone 
else’s. We have forgotten that we are all children 
of God and therefore somewhat related.”

Since 2008, Catena, a graduate of Duke Univer-
sity Medical School and former US Navy doctor, 
has been the Medical Director at Gidel Mother of 
Mercy Hospital. The 435-bed Catholic hospital is 
the only major medical facility in the Nuba Moun-
tains. Catena is on call 24/7, and sometimes sees 
as many as 350 or more patients in a single day. 

Dr Peter Attia, host of the popular podcast, 
The Drive, has called Dr Catena “the world’s 
most important doctor.” Additionally, Time 
magazine named Dr Catena “One of the top 
100 most influential people in the world,” 
and he was the subject of a 2015 Nicholas 
Kristof New York Times opinion piece titled, 
“He’s Jesus Christ”. 

“Dr Tom Catena has given up everything that 
we in the US take for granted in order to bring 
healthcare to more than a million people who, 
without him, would otherwise not have access 
to any medical care,” added Mark Gerson.

AMH has been supporting mission hospitals 
in Africa since 2010. It launched the L’Chaim 
(Hebrew for “to life”) Prize in 2016, which 
comes with a $500 000 award, the world’s 
largest annual award of its kind dedicated to 
direct patient care in Africa. The $500 000 
award will go towards the Nuba 2020 campaign 
to raise $7.5 million to keep the only major 
hospital in Sudan’s war-torn Nuba Mountains 
fully operational for the next two decades. 
Catena is leading the Nuba 2020 campaign.

Mark Gerson commented on Dr Catena’s 
endless commitment. “The sheer amount of 
good he does—as measured in clinic visits, 
surgeries, deliveries, community clinic pa-
tients treated, and children vaccinated—with 
the amount of resources he has is completely 
stunning. It is simply incredible to even think 
about how many lives Tom and the team he has 
built can save and transform with the money 
that he is provided.”

“The people of the Nuba Mountains are the 
bravest and most resilient people I know,” said 
Catena. “I am honoured to receive this award 
that will help enormously with our plans to 
strengthen and expand the Gidel Mother of 
Mercy Hospital and our network of clinics in 
this largely forgotten region of the world.”

“It’s an incredible honour for AMH to rec-
ognize Dr Catena’s unparalleled commitment,” 
said Rabbi Erica Gerson, an AMH board mem-
ber and prize co-sponsor, who will present the 
award with her philanthropist husband Mark 
Gerson. “For more than a decade, Tom has en-
dured bombings, epidemics, rainy seasons and 
flooding, loss of power, lack of equipment and 
staff, and very little connection with the outside 
world, all because of his dedication to the Nuba 
people. He exemplifies what it means to ‘walk 
in all God’s ways and to love Him,’ and we are 
honoured to be his partner in his sacred work.”

The prestigious Rabbi Erica and Mark Gerson 
L’Chaim prize will be presented to Catena on 
14 April at an awards dinner in New York City. 
{www.prnewswire.com}

09 worldwide   apr-May  2020

American surgeon, Dr Tom Catena, is “the world’s most important doctor”—to more than a million patients in Sudan’s Nuba Mountains. 
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almost half of the world’s sandy 
beaches will have retreated significantly 
by the end of the century as a result of cli-
mate-driven coastal flooding and human 
interference, according to new research.

The sand erosion will endanger wildlife 
and could inflict a heavy toll on coastal set-
tlements that will no longer have buffer 
zones to protect them from rising sea levels 
and storm surges. In addition, measures by 
governments to mitigate against the dam-
age are predicted to become increasingly 
expensive and, in some cases, unsustainable.

In 30 years, erosion will have destroyed 
36 097 km (22 430 miles) or 13.6% of sandy 
coastlines identified from satellite images 
by scientists of the Joint Research Cen-
tre (JRC) of the European commission. 
They predict the situation will worsen 
in the second half of the century, wash-
ing away a further 95 061 km or 25.7% of 
Earth’s beaches.

These estimates are far from the most 
catastrophic; they rely on an optimistic 
forecast of international action to fight 
climate breakdown, a scenario known as 
RCP4.5. In this scenario of reduced ice-cap 
melting and lower thermal expansion of 
water, oceans will only have risen by 50 
cm by 2100.

However, if the world continues to 
emit carbon at its current rate, sea lev-
els will rise by an estimated 80 cm, ac-
cording to the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change. If this happens, a 
total of 131 745 km of beaches, or 13% 
of the planet’s ice-free coastline, will 
go under water.

Around the globe, the average shore-
line retreat will be 86.4 metres in the 
RCP4.5 scenario or 128.1 metres in the 
high-carbon scenario, though amounts 
will vary significantly between locations. 
Flatter or wilder coastlines will be more 
affected than those where waterfronts 
are steeper, or those artificially main-
tained as part of coastal development.

In the best-case scenario, the UK will 
lose 1 531 km or 27.7% of its sandy coast, 
and 2 415 km (43.7%) in the worst case. 
Australia (14 849 km lost) and Canada 
(14 425 km) are predicted to be the worst-
a ffected countries, followed by Chile 
(6 659 km), Mexico (5 488 km), China 
(5 440 km) and the US (5 530 km). The 
Gambia and Guinea-Bissau have short 
coastlines, but both are predicted to lose 
more than 60% of theirs.

“The length of threatened seashores 
incorporates locations that will be sub-

merged by more than 100 metres, as-
suming there are no physical limits to 
potential retreat,” said Michalis Vous-
doukas, an oceanographer at the JRC 
and lead author of the study, published 
in the journal Nature Climate Change. 
“Our 100-metre threshold is conserva-
tive since the width of most beaches is 
below 50 metres, especially near human 
settlements and in small islands, such as 
the Caribbean and the Mediterranean.”

Swift action to limit emissions and 
fight climate breakdown could help re-
duce the impact, experts say. “Moderate 
emissions mitigation could prevent 17% 
of the shoreline retreat in 2050 and 40% 
in 2100, thus preserving on average 42 
metres of sand between land and sea,” 
Vousdoukas said.

By the end of the century up to 63% 
of low-lying coastal regions worldwide 
will be threatened. In these areas, both 
population density and development 
tend to be higher than inland.

“Seaward human expansion will con-
tinue, mostly in unspoiled coastlines 
that are particularly extensive in Asia 
and Africa,” Vousdoukas said. “Adaptive 
measures are urgently needed.” 
{Stefano Valentino, www.theguardian.com}
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World’s beaches are disappearing

Durban’s beachfront is just one of the world’s disappearing sandy beaches.
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Jacob Zuma came to power in the ANC 
in 2007, and then as national President in 
2008, on the back of a grouping dubbed the 
“coalition of the wounded”. Readers may 
recall rallies in support of Zuma being led 
by Zwelinzima Vavi, then secretary-general 
of COSATU; Blade Nzimande of the SA 
Communist Party (SACP); and Julius Malema, 
at that time still the leader of the ANC Youth 
League—loudly proclaiming that he would 
both “die for Zuma” and “kill for Zuma”. 

These three, together with a majority 
of the ANC’s KwaZulu-Natal leadership, 
held various grievances against Thabo 
Mbeki—he was too much of a centralist and 
tended to sideline COSATU and the SACP 
within the ruling alliance; he was wedded to 
conservative economic policy; he ignored 
the land question; he had a terrible record 
on AIDS. Some of these points were valid, but 
what the coalition really wanted was power; 
and they believed that Zuma—who was even 
more aggrieved at Mbeki, since being fired 
by him as Deputy-President when he was 
charged with rape—was their ticket.

They thought, rightly, that Zuma could 
be easily influenced, and gambled that he 
would bend to their will. What they didn’t 
realise, though it was perfectly obvious 
to anyone who could read a newspaper, 
was that Zuma’s main interest was money, 
and that whoever had enough of it would 
control him. Sadly, for them, they were poor 
(relatively speaking). We know the rest of 
the story: the Guptas, state-capture, billions 
of rands lost forever, and an economy that 
is now on the brink of collapse. 

Vavi, to his credit, has apologised for his 
role in bringing Zuma to power. Nzimande 
has merely re-invented himself, and is now 
a stout supporter of Cyril Ramaphosa. 
Malema—well, Malema. He just carries 
on saying whatever suits him from one 
minute to the next.

And Zuma? Zuma has developed a new 
interest in addition to money—staying 
out of prison. While he was President, he 
controlled the prosecuting authority and 
thereby protected himself; even after losing 
out to Ramaphosa, he hoped that he had 
enough support in the ANC’s top six and 
the National Executive Committee (NEC) 

to give him some breathing space. He also 
had his famous ‘Stalingrad defence’: the 
tactic of using every trick in the legal book 
to force postponements, to appeal rulings, 
and generally—while claiming to want his 
day in court—to delay the day when he has 
to answer for his dealings with the crook 
Schabir Shaik back in the 1990s.

But now he is running out of excuses, and 
he has lost his hold over the prosecutors. 
So, what does he do? Well, history repeats 
itself. A new coalition of the wounded is 
gathering around him: people implicated 
in state capture, obscure politicians 
whom Zuma promoted to ministerial 
positions to further his schemes—Bongani 
Bongo, Mosebenzi Zwane, Des van Rooyen; 
Ramaphosa’s rivals in the NEC—Ace 
Magashule, Supra Mahumapelo, Mzwandile 
Masina; and people like Carl Niehaus who 
have nowhere else to turn to for their next 
meal. Don’t be surprised if Malema joins 
the team before too long. He has already 
expressed the view that Zuma should not 
go to prison because he is too old! 

I hope I don’t sound too naïve if I say that 
this is not how politics is supposed to be. It is 
a ‘noble calling’, according to Pope Francis. 
The Church values public service very highly, 
and it encourages us to participate in political 
life, to stand for office, and to bring Christian 

values into the mix. Before every election, our 
Bishops exhort us to consider prayerfully 
which party we will vote for, and they 
remind us to think carefully and critically 
about who we should choose to govern us. 

How sad it is, then, to see so much 
dishonour and so little integrity in our public 
life—and it is no comfort to reflect that we 
are far from alone. In America, 52 Republican 
Senators put their consciences in their 
pockets and voted to acquit Donald Trump 
when the whole world knew he was guilty of 
using state power to fight his personal battles. 
Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu keeps 
having to fight off corruption allegations; in 
France, Nicolas Sarkozy, a former President, 
and François Fillon, a former Prime Minister, 
and apparently a devout Catholic, both face 
trial for corruption; not even to mention the 
situations in places such as Russia, China, 
Zimbabwe and elsewhere, where for decades 
there has not been even a pretence that 
politics is about service and integrity.

It is not too much to expect principle in 
politics; we must continue to demand it. We 
need to identify the good people and show 
them our support. We need to sharpen our 
critical skills, so that we are not taken in by 
those who pretend that they stand for the 
victims and the underdogs, when all they 
really want is to fill their pockets. 

BY MIKE POTHIER | PROGRAMME MANAGER, SACBC PARLIAMENTARY LIAISON OFFICE

ANYONE fOR A bIT Of PRINCIPLE?

We need to sharpen our critical skills, so that we are not 
taken in by those who pretend that they stand for the victims 
and the underdogs, when all they really want is to fill their pockets.
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After leaving the Presidency, Jacob Zuma “has developed a new interest 
in addition to money—staying out of prison.”
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the coronavirus (covid-19) threat-
ens the health of millions of people 
around the world if it spreads uncontrol-
lably. Every precaution must be taken to 
prevent its spread and that means practis-
ing greater personal and public hygiene 
and avoiding contact with people travel-
ling from an infected area. We must show 
concern and never discriminate against 
anyone. Besides strict containment, strict 
personal hygiene, washing of hands, and 
clean surroundings, can hold its spread. 
Public health officials must be prepared 
for an outbreak. The flu-like disease does 

not have a high fatality rate: only two peo-
ple in every hundred die from it. People 
can get very sick with severe respiratory 
problems and yet recover. Others can 
have the virus but have no symptoms.

Everywhere, doctors and medical per-
sonnel have been briefed and advised on 
the potential health problem and we are 
reminded that prevention is better than 
cure. So, there is no need to panic or raise 
alarm but intelligent planning, prepara-
tion and prevention is what is needed. 
Besides, most people are recovering from 
it with good medical care.

The big hope is that the virus cannot 
survive in high temperatures so bring 
on a hot summer everywhere, and with 
global warming, we can expect that. The 
highest temperatures ever recorded in 
Australia and parts of Europe in 2019 
are stunning. That is because of man-
made climate change, which might kill 
off this deadly virus, and tropical coun-
tries might be spared. The good news is 
the World Health Organization (WHO) 
has announced that the virus may have 
reached its peak in China as fewer daily 
infections have been recorded. The coro-

The pangolin, a small ant-eating creature could be responsible for the jump of the 2019 
coronavirus from animal to human. It is the most widely traded and trafficked creature 

stolen from the wild in Southeast Asia, India and Africa 

BY FR SHAY CULLEN | COLUMBAN MISSIONARY, PREDA FOUNDATION, PHILIPPINES

THE REVENGE Of NATURE?

foCuS • coronavirus

The coronavirus (Covid-19) threatens the health of millions of people around the world if it is not brought under control.
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navirus is also the result of ill-advised and 
illegal human behaviour. 

ENDANGERED SPECIES
We have seen the outbreak of many deadly 
diseases and viruses in recent decades. 
More viruses that are affecting humans 
are crossing over from other mammals 
and birds. Remember the avian flu? The 
human immuno-deficiency virus (HIV) is 
said to have crossed over from monkeys 
when people ate them as bush meat. Like-
wise, Ebola likely came from eating mon-
keys, they say. Then, we had the Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), said 
to have originated from bats, and today the 
2019 coronavirus that possibly came from 
bats, too, although it is not yet proven.

You might say these diseases are the 
revenge of nature. The natural world is 
striking back at the disastrous human 
exploitation of the rain forests, the oceans 
and all wildlife by driving them to extinc-
tion. There is destruction in almost every 
habitat in the developing world and in 
some parts of the developed world, too. 
Illegal trade and trafficking in many en-
dangered animal species for huge profit 
could be the cause of the coronavirus.

China is a big market for endangered 
animals and thousands of animals are 
butchered each year, mostly in Africa, 
to provide elephant ivory for the China 
ornament trade, now banned but still 
thriving. In 2009, there were as many as 
109 000 elephants in Tanzania but due to 
poaching and slaughter, there were only 
43 000 left in 2014, a 60% loss according 
to government reports. There is even less 
today. In 1970, the number of rhino had 
decreased to 70 000 and as of today there 
are only 29 000 left on the planet.

They are on the way to extinction like 
the white rhino by bandits killing them 
for their valuable horn for Chinese tradi-
tional medicine. Scientific research has 
shown the horn to have no more medici-
nal value than horses’ hooves.

THE SmALL PANGOLIN
Hundreds of creatures are killed and col-
lected to supply the demand for Chinese 
traditional medicine, most of which are 
ineffective, have no medical benefit and 
are unnecessary considering the huge 
advances in Chinese health care.

The pangolin, a small ant-eating crea-
ture could be responsible for the jump 
of the 2019 coronavirus from animal to 
human. They are the most widely traded 
and trafficked creature stolen from the 
wild in Southeast Asia, India and Africa. 
They are now practically extinct in China 
since they killed them for food and their 
scales are used in traditional Chinese 
medicine. They have been found in the 
wild food market of Wuhan where the 
coronavirus first made the cross-over 
from animal to humans.

According to an investigative report by 
The Guardian, one shop was found to have 
for sale, live animals such as “live wolf 
pups, golden cicadas, scorpions, bamboo 
rats, squirrels, foxes, civets, hedgehogs 
(probably porcupines), salamanders, 
turtles and crocodiles.” All destined for 
the cooking pot, it seems. Bats are known 
carriers of many viruses and some specu-
late that the forest dwelling pangolin 
could have picked up the virus from the 
bats’ droppings on the forest floor. This is 
a likely cross-over for the virus, or some 

humans ate the bats. They are on sale in 
wildlife markets.

Corrupt governments, such as Brazil, 
allow traders and loggers to attack the last 
of the rain forests and destroy their natural 
beauty by cutting trees, driving out and 
killing their indigenous people and traf-
ficking their wildlife. We can expect more 
health problems in the future. Just like the 
mighty storms and heat waves caused by 
man-made climate change, Nature will 
rebel and is coming back to hit us.

Why can’t we respect nature, preserve 
the forest, protect the environment and 
its wildlife? The answer is easy. It is be-
cause of human greed. It is an insatiable, 
unquenchable drive beyond control. To 
stop the greed and trafficking of wildlife 
and the cross-over of animal borne virus-
es to humans, the authorities worldwide 
have to go after the traffickers and traders 
of wildlife. They must identify their bank 
accounts and confiscate their property, 
assets and money and jail the big-time 
traders. It is essential to ban all sale and 
trading in wildlife. 

Why can’t we respect nature, preserve the forest, protect
the environment and its wildlife? The answer is easy. 

It is because of human greed. It is an insatiable, 
unquenchable drive beyond control.

The pangolin is one of the endangered species used in Chinese traditional medicine, 
most of which is ineffective.
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SPECiAl rEPorT • THE PursuiT oF HaPPinEss

the american Declaration of Inde-
pendence of 1776 put “pursuit of happi-
ness” as one of the unalienable rights of 
every citizen, side by side with that of 
life and liberty. Though no-one has ever 
challenged such a claim, there never has 
been consensus on the definition of hap-
piness. Bewilderingly, not only religious 
men, but also poets and other perceptive 
persons have emphasized the imperma-
nence of happiness and its fleeing nature. 

Thomas Hardy, for example, called 
happiness an “occasional episode in the 
general drama of pain,” Thomas Gray 
described it as something that “swiftly 
flies”, and Brendan Behan as “short-lived”. 
Robert Frost does admit that happiness 
can rise to great “heights”, but laments 
that “it lacks in length”. No wonder that 
philosopher Immanuel Kant defined 
happiness not as “an ideal of reason but 
of imagination.”

What then, the Scriptures tell us at 
Ecclesiastes 1: 2, is readily admitted by 
almost all thinking people: “Vanity of 
vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vani-
ties! All is vanity.”

bUT HAPPINESS IS REAL, THOUGH 
DIVERSE IN fORmS AND INCOm-
PLETE IN mANY WAYS. However, 
no-one has sought totally to deny the 
reality of happiness. Horace, the Roman 
poet, asks people not to be misled by illu-
sions. He ridicules people’s self-deceiving 
search for “happiness in boats and car-
riage rides”, the luxury means of travel 
to distant lands those days. He insists, 
“… seek it here”, precisely where you 
are, “… so long as peace of mind does 
not desert you” (Horace, Epistles 1, 11, 
1.27). He asks you to observe the hap-
piness of the man who humbly “tills his 
ancestral fields with his own oxen”, least 

perturbed about the restless anxieties of 
the rest of the world (Horace, Epodes 2, 
1, 1). Horace considers the happiness of 
such a man real. 

One’s happiness, of course, is much 
conditioned by the goal one holds, the 
ideal one places before oneself. F.S. 
Fiorenza points out that “the ideal be-
fore a Greek hero, a Christian ascetic, a 
Nietzschean critic, an analytical philoso-
pher, a Buddhist monk, a capitalist entre-
preneur, and a Confucian scholar” would 
certainly be different (quoted at William 
Schweiker, The Blackwell Companion to 
Religious Ethics, Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 
Malden, 2008, pg. 136). Each is happy in 
pursuit of one’s ideal. 

And yet, there is a limit to this happi-
ness, because one notices that more of 
what is being searched for is possible, but 
remains beyond reach. Thus, Aristotle 
points out, “politicians have no leisure, 

It was not by accident that Jesus began His mission teaching “Happy are the poor,” those who mourn,
are merciful, work for peace, and suffer for a good cause. Commitment brings happiness.

There is joy, satisfaction, a sense of fulfilment, and an experience of ecstasy
when one is radically committed on behalf of society

BY ARCHBISHOP THOMAS MENAMPARAMPIL SDB | ARCHBISHOP EMERITUS OF GUWAHATI, INDIA

THE jOY Of RADICAL COmmITmENT
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because they are always aiming at some-
thing beyond political life itself, power or 
glory, or happiness” (Nicomachean Eth-
ics, 10, 1177b, 12–14). Even if they attain 
some sort of happiness for a while, it lacks 
completeness. “One day or a brief period 
of happiness does not make a man su-
premely blessed or happy (Nicomachean 
Ethics, 1, 109a, 20). 

HAPPINESS IS LINKED TO HUmAN 
fLOURISHING. Aristotle’s expression 
‘eudaimon’, earlier translated as ‘happi-
ness’ is today expressed as ‘human flour-
ishing’, which means becoming ‘genu-
inely human’. It points to satisfaction 
of all human needs, development of all 
human potentialities, and realization of 
all legitimate human desires. “The glory 
of God is the human being fully alive,” 
said Irenaeus of Lyons centuries ago. 
The pride of human society today is the 
human person “fully developed”. It is be-
lieved that in that way alone, can one find 
happiness. It is to ensure this happiness 
that every human organization strives. 
According to John Adams, “the happiness 
of society is the end of government.” For 
Jeremy Bentham, “the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number is the foundation 
of morals and legislation.” The duty of 
authorities is to provide all things neces-
sary to ensure such happiness.

For most schools of thought these 
provisions will include food security, 
adequate clothing, comfortable living 
conditions, hygienic and stimulating en-
vironment, leisure, recreation, scope 
for education and intellectual exercises, 
spaces for social events, and insurances 
for eventualities and the future. The list 
keeps lengthening as human expecta-
tions keep rising. It is presumed that 
happiness rises with the guarantee of all 
such good things. 

However, the current ‘world surveys on 
happiness’ startle us. Happiness is lowest 
in countries where all such comforts are 
found in abundance—but a poor country 
like Bhutan stands highest in ‘happiness 
rating’. People who are happy with what 
they have, are happy with what they miss. 
They have learnt to accept reality for what 
it is. Is unhappiness, then, a revolt against 
reality, an unpreparedness to accept the 
natural order of things? 

The above embarrassing finding is an 
invitation to look deeper into the true 
nature of happiness. 

THE ‘GOOD’ AND THE ‘PLEASANT’ 
IN COmPETITION/COLLISION. Samuel 
Johnson, writing the life of Boswell, tells 
us in good humour, “There is nothing 
which has been contrived by man, by 
which so much happiness is produced as 
by a good tavern or inn.” In ordinary con-
versation, most people would agree: there 

is no better way of spending a pleasant 
evening than in good company over a 
good meal. Company can be something 
soothing and stimulating. 

Is then what is ‘pleasant’ always ‘good’ 
and happiness-inducing? Experience 
tells that there are contexts where what 
is ‘good’ and what is ‘pleasant’ compete; 
often they collide. There is a great meas-
ure of difference between a stirring argu-
ment during a meal and a drunken brawl 
soon after. 

People who are happy with what they have, are happy with 
what they miss. They have learnt to accept reality for what it is.

“Unbridled consumerism” (Pope Francis) may be a sign of emptiness.

A poor country like Bhutan stands highest in ‘happiness rating,’ suggesting that 
acceptance of reality plays an important role in achieving satisfaction.
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An ancient Indian thinker expressed 
this idea in this manner, “The good is 
one thing, the pleasant another; these 
two lead man to very different ends. He 
who chooses the good attains happiness” 
(Katha Upanishad II, 1, 2). The ‘good’ then 
leads to ‘happiness’! 

This old teaching must be brought to 
modern contexts. Is the “pleasant” giv-
ing a thorough thrashing to the “good” 
in our days, and even seeking to banish it 
out of sight? The danger is that with the 
banishment of the “good”, all approaches 
to “happiness” are barred as well. 

SEARCH fOR HUmAN EXCELLENCE 
(VIRTUE) IS THE PATH TO HAPPI-
NESS. Aristotle linked happiness with 
virtue, which may be described as a laud-
atory style of living. It includes accept-
ing the natural order of things. Religious 
believers would refer to it as “accepting/
fulfilling God’s will.” Despite differences 
of opinion, if people of diverse cultures 
go deeper into their heritage, they will 
gradually come to accept the truth that 

certain things are conducive to social 
wellbeing and certain things are not, that 
there are things that are right that need 
to be done and there are other things 
that are wrong that ought not to be done 
in view of the common good. 

When we make the right choice in such 
contexts, we become truly “human”, we 
are on the way to human excellence and 
the path to happiness. Christian believers 
would say, “that is the time we become 
most like Our Father in Heaven and fit for 
the Kingdom.” For, human intelligence 
attains its utmost potential, not when it 
splits the atom or explores the distant 
skies, but when it discerns what is good 
and what is evil, and makes the correct 
ethical choice (Pope Benedict XVI), and 
places itself at the gates of happiness. 

bUT IN mODERN TImES, THE “PLEAS-
ANT” HAS TAKEN ON THE “GOOD”. 
We need to bring this understanding 
to the present day situation. In today’s 
world, the “pleasant” has taken over. 
Pope Francis laments that prevailing 

economic mechanisms promote “inor-
dinate consumption”, “unbridled con-
sumerism” (Evangelii Gaudium [EG], 60). 
He considers this monstrous hunger for 
consumer goods the worship of “new 
idols”, of the “golden calf” (Ex 32: 1–35). 
This worship of the “pleasant” reduces 
the stature of the human person. It low-
ers one’s dignity; one stands wounded; 
happiness is evaded. 

The human being chooses to go further 
down. One enslaves oneself to the means 
for the acquisition of consumer goods: 
money. This is the direct inversion of the 
natural order. It goes against God-willed 
priorities in human affairs. Money has its 
own place, but must not be the master. 
“Money must serve, not rule!” cries Pope 
Francis (EG, 58). However, there is world-
wide deafness to this counsel. 

DEIfIED mARKET: AGGRESSIVE-
NESS Of THE mARKET COmPETES 
WITH THE AGGRESSIVENESS Of 
ARmS. The economic world today has 
developed a new monster: the deified 
market, “Economy without a human 
purpose” which reduces man to one of 
his needs alone: “consumption” (EG, 55). 
Today’s market-culture induces gross in-
equality, leading to tensions, corruption, 
tax-evasion, damage to the environment. 
The market alone commands (EG, 56). 

Happiness-inducing sublime values 
are no more visible in public life. In-
equality leads to competitions, tensions, 
conflicts… and ultimately engenders 
“violence” (EG, 60). In remote areas, 
deprived communities and dissenting 
groups acquire weapons. Aggressive 
vocabulary has become normal in the 
mouths of world leaders. Threats provoke 
threat in return. National expenditure 
on arms worldwide has risen beyond 
belief. The better a nation is equipped, 
the greater the possibility of neighbour-
ing nations seeking to arm themselves 
in self-defence. Thus, reckless military 
expenditure turns out be counterpro-
ductive: it merely increases the insecurity. 
Unhappiness doubles. Arms-producers 
alone prosper. 

IN SITUATIONS Of EmERGENCY, 
DEDICATED PERSONS ARISE. Lead-
ers are becoming less and less inclined to 

Aristotle linked happiness with virtue, 
which may be described as a laudatory style of living. 

It includes accepting the natural order of things.

In Scripture, there are multiple invitations to rejoice and praise 
the Lord (paintings by the late Fr Wilfried Joye OMI).
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listen to political criticisms in the legisla-
tive assemblies or social media, because 
they are often biased or politically mo-
tivated. They are more likely to listen to 
persons of good judgement who make 
reasonable proposals; are knowledgeable 
and sensitive; are interpreters of sound 
ethical traditions; seek to understand 
others’ ways of thinking and doing things; 
and, have concern for the common good. 
Persons such as Mahatma Gandhi and 
Martin Luther King have been credited 
for their gift of persuasion, because their 
lifestyle itself spoke of the “joy of commit-
ment” to common concerns. 

Such things can happen in our own 
days too. For example, intelligent business 
leaders are beginning to realize that being 
merely selfish is self-defeating. Self-sacri-
fice and self-discipline are more fruitful in 
the long run than the determined promo-
tion of self-interest. That is what makes 
them speak to their employees about 
the importance of honesty, respect and 
integrity. Pope Francis says, “Business is… 
a noble vocation,” if businessmen accept 
the greater meaning in life, search for 
common good, make things cheaper and 
easily available (EG, 203); similarly, “Poli-
tics, though often denigrated, remains 
a lofty vocation and one of the highest 
forms of charity” when it seeks the com-
mon good (EG, 205). 

Businessmen and politicians can make 
moral appeals that convince, if their life 
itself is eloquent. So can the farmer, 
the trader, the media man, the bureau-
crat, and everyone else in his respective 
sphere. Conscientious performance of 
one’s duty and positive influence on one’s 
neighbour ensure unfailing happiness.

THINGS RETURN TO THEIR NATU-
RAL ORDER: GOD INTERVENES. 
So, balance returns ultimately. Things 
return to their natural order—and hap-
piness returns to complex situations. As 
the Universe constantly keeps re-building 
balance within itself, in nature and in the 
human body, so our inner world keeps 
making an effort continuously to attain 
balance, proportion, and harmony. Per-
sons who cultivate their interiority pass 
on the waves of their thoughts to others. 
We all have a role to play. A prepared 
mind meets with opportunity, which is 

often described as ‘good luck’. What is 
considered chance, luck, or coincidence 
is part of the cosmic plan, universal de-
sign, what believers call the Providence 
of God. 

It was not by mere chance than the 
angels sang of peace and happiness at 
Bethlehem. It was not by accident that 
Jesus, a prophet from Nazareth, began 
His mission teaching “Happy are the 
poor,” those who mourn, are merciful, 
work for peace, and suffer for a good 
cause (Mt 5: 3–11). Commitment brings 
happiness. There is joy, satisfaction, a 
sense of fulfilment, and an experience 
of ecstasy when one is radically com-
mitted on behalf of society. There is 
meaning, purpose and joy when one 
reaches out to the ‘periphery’ with as-
sistance and joy, especially to the weak-
est… when one stands in defence of 
justice and the environment. 

SELf-RENUNCIATION IS SELf-RE-
ALIZATION, SUPREmE HAPPINESS. 
Self-renunciation on behalf of others is 

not ego-killing as some think, it is self-
realization and self-fulfilment. At such 
a moment, one wins the same joy as one 
does when one composes a poem or a 
piece of music, or makes a marvellous 
discovery or accomplishes an impossible 
task. Amazingly when one is lost in con-
cern for others, one has an intense feeling 
of being loved and cared for. The person 
is full of joy. “To go out of ourselves and 
to join others” is just what is needed 
today (EG, 87). “At the very heart of the 
Gospel is life in community and engage-
ment with others” (EG, 177) that ensure 
true happiness.

Pope Francis invites us to be the “joyful 
messengers” of the challenging propos-
als of the Gospel (EG, 168). For instance, 
he invites us to the following experience: 
“Life grows by being given away... Indeed, 
those who enjoy life most are those who 
leave security on the shore and become 
excited by the mission of communicating 
life to others” (Aparecida Document, 360 
as quoted in EG, 10). May this joy be in 
us and may it be “complete” (Jn 15: 11). 

Amazingly when one is lost in concern for others, 
one has an intense feeling of being loved and cared for. 

The person is full of joy.

Jesus’ famous Discourse on the Mount starts with the Beatitudes 
in which He proclaims “Happy are the poor.” 
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happiness, Joy and pleasure sum up 
well what we all want for our lives. Dif-
ferences arise, though, when we try to 
define what happiness is and how we can 
achieve it. In today’s culture, the pursuit 
of happiness, is the goal of many people, 
though they are often unaware of what it 
is. What follows is a reflection about the 
pursuit of happiness in the globalized cul-
ture, from a Christian anthropological-
psychological viewpoint.

1. THE mISTAKE Of CONfUSING 
HAPPINESS WITH PLEASURE
“Happiness is not having what you want. 
It’s wanting what you have” (Oscar Wilde).

The affluent society of the postmodern 
and globalized era conflates pleasure 
and happiness. In today’s culture, it is 

very common to think that pleasure can 
make us happy. This is the result of ma-
nipulation by economic powers, aimed 
at convincing us that the possession of 
certain material goods is indispensable 
for happiness: only prestige, health, youth 
and fun can satisfy us. The message is 
that, for example, buying new clothes, 
wearing a new pair of glasses, owning the 
latest smartphone, allows us to achieve 
a certain kind of pleasure, but this has 
nothing to do with happiness.

The weekend’s buzz (i.e. the exciting, 
euphoric, out-of-the-ordinary situation, 
produced by drugs, alcohol, sex and even 
violence) may give intense pleasure, almost 
a sense of omnipotence; however, it costs 
dearly for the physical, psychological and 
social consequences that it causes.

In this socio-cultural context it is com-
mon to fall into another serious mistake—
the separation of sexuality from affectiv-
ity, by reducing sexuality to the use of 
the genitalia: erotic pleasure becomes 
the absolute. Unethical and immoral 
instincts lead to selfishness, narcissism 
and self-destruction.

The pleasure which the current and in-
creasingly globalized mentality presents as 
happiness is only a temporary gratification 
that satisfies the need to experience new 
emotions, which give an adrenaline rush, 
but the feeling of euphoria is brief. Pleasure 
by its nature cannot be lasting: it dissolves 
very quickly.

The thumping publicity achieves its 
aim because pleasure has the undoubted 
advantage of immediate fulfilment, but 

It is on the path of love—which is a broad way, never obvious or trivial—that happiness can be found. 
In love, we meet all those who choose, even if they belong to different faiths and cultures, 

to love others before themselves. It is the only way of full and lasting happiness

BY FR SIRO STOCHETTI MCCJ | PSYCHOLOGICAL THERAPIST

THE PATH Of LOVE

The affluent society of the postmodern and globalized era conflates pleasure and happiness (Illustration by Eric Chow).



18 worldwide   apr-May  2020 19 worldwide   apr-May  2020

shortly after, the need for a new purchase, 
for another buzz (of being high again), and 
the hunt for new sensations are rekindled.

Pandering to the impulse to satisfy this 
kind of pleasure creates a vicious circle, an 
addiction: as a drug it exerts a real and true 
slavery, it increasingly distances one from 
the coveted happiness. Indeed, we lose the 
most precious good: our inner freedom.

2. THE PURSUIT Of HAPPINESS AS 
THE GOAL Of ONE’S LIfE GENER-
ATES DISSATISfACTION
Happiness will visit us when we choose to 
be the best version of ourselves.

It is paradoxical to make the pursuit 
of happiness the goal of our lives, be-
cause it really distances happiness from 
us. In this regard, Dr Iris B. Mauss, from 
the University of Denver, carried out 
research concerning: 

– the degree of importance that each 
person attaches to happiness

– the relationship between external 
conditions (social and professional status, 
satisfaction of elementary needs, etc.) and 
the feeling of happiness

– and the relationship between feeling 
alone and the importance given to the 
pursuit of happiness.

The results were the following:

1) People who attach great importance 
to the pursuit of happiness feel more dis-
satisfied, even though they may have good 
living conditions; while those who do not 
place much importance to these pursuits 
feel more satisfied, even if they live in more 
difficult circumstances.

2) Those who pursue happiness intensely 
feel more alone, while those who do not 
place such importance on it do not feel 
particularly isolated.

Searching laboriously for happiness 
focuses on ourselves, ending up generat-
ing frustration and dissatisfaction, and 
distances us from our relationship with 
others, making us feel lonely.

Many, in fact, seek happiness with the 
hope of ending their dissatisfaction. They 
do not realize that the paradise they 
seek, or the hell from which they flee, re-
sides within them and not outside them. 
Happiness can only be found within us: 
we will find no trace of it in any external 
good, whatever its value or prestige.

3. HAPPINESS CANNOT bE THE RE-
SULT Of THE GRATIfICATION Of 
OUR DEfICIENCIES 
“Happiness is the conquest and exercise 
of a daily practice, difficult but possible: 
to know oneself, to understand the rea-

sons of others, to open oneself to the dif-
ferent and to look at things in a new way” 
(The Dalai Lama, The Art of Happiness).

Analysing the motivations of our ac-
tions, Depth Psychology comes to the 
conclusion that the obsessive search for 
happiness reveals a deficiency that one 
tries to fill by rewarding certain needs 
that give an intense, but momentary and 
illusory satisfaction. 

The human being is born with some 
basic psychological needs such as those 
of security, acceptance, affection, es-
teem, power and control. When the per-
son during childhood is not sufficiently 
gratified (a certain frustration is neces-
sary for the child to overcome the phase 
of omnipotence), he unconsciously tends 
to plan his happiness from the gratifica-
tion of these needs (cf. Thomas Keating, 
Invitation to Love, Continuum, New York, 
pp. 5–13).

In this way, those needs become cen-
tral to the dynamic of the person, so 
much so that her will is dependent on 
their gratification, so constituting a false 
self which distances her from her true 
identity. It is as if she were carrying this 
conviction in her unconscious: “I can 
be happy only to the extent that I will 
be gratified in that want/deficiency I 
experienced in childhood and be able to 
fill the remaining void. Only then will I 
feel fulfilled.” 

For example, the person who in child-
hood has not received sufficient atten-
tion and affection needs to be constant-
ly reassured and confirmed about her 
value and identity: her emotional life 
is blocked by the deficiency suffered in 
the early years of life and, as a result, she 
tries to fill the void left in her. 

Experiences and events in life are per-
ceived as favourable or not, in the per-
spective of this unconscious programme 
for happiness. Thus, imagination and per-
sonal emotions reveal their vown fulfilling 
programmes. The need for gratification 
orients desires and aspirations that guide 
choices and attitudes for pleasure. How-
ever, the frustration that follows strength-
ens the inner emptiness and accentuates 
the need for compensation. So, the vi-
cious circle closes and strengthens. Our 
unconscious defence mechanisms are 
responsible for keeping these dynamics 

The pleasure which the current and increasingly globalized 
mentality presents as happiness is only a temporary gratification 
that satisfies the need to experience new emotions, which give 

an adrenaline rush, but the feeling of euphoria is brief.

The weekend’s buzz produced by drugs, alcohol, sex and even violence 
may give intense pleasure but not lasting joy.
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out of consciousness; we condemn our-
selves to self-alienation, through a good 
deal of distractions.

Our fragile “I” seeks all possible ways to 
reject what can cause us suffering, even 
at the cost of losing consistency with the 
values we proclaim, or renouncing the 
process of purification through which 
God wants to lead us to a truer and more 
profound encounter with Him, with others 
and with ourselves.

When our happiness-programmes are 
frustrated, we experience an emotional 
reaction that can be of anxiety, fear, an-
ger, jealousy and apathy. From the area 
of wellbeing, a hoped-for destination of 
gratification, we move on to panic.

Our emotional programmes in search 
of happiness prevent us from being at-
tentive to the needs of others. In fact, we 
cannot be open and empathetic to others 
when we are closed in by our narcissistic 
needs and desire, making others’ cries for 
help imperceptible. 

Our personal sin consists basically in 
ratifying our emotional programmes for 
happiness, conforming to the false values 
of our cultural context that deny the rights 
and aspirations of others, opposing our 
true good, and distancing us from the path 
of humanization proposed by Jesus.

In our path of growth, we must dis-
mantle our false self with all its unrealistic 
programmes. The first step is to be aware 
of our ambiguous motivations, of the dark 

side of our personality and of the emo-
tional traumas of early childhood.

4. WHAT IS HAPPINESS AND WHAT 
IS ITS SOURCE
“Happiness has nothing to do with success, 
happiness has nothing to do with ambi-
tion, happiness has nothing to do with 
money, power, prestige. Happiness is some-
thing that has to do exclusively with your 
attitude toward reality” (Osho Rajneesh).

Happiness is not the point of arrival, but 
the effect of a certain way of travelling. 
It’s about the journey of life. Happiness is 
linked to the deepest identity of our be-
ing. It is the consequence of a lifestyle that 
corresponds to our ontological vocation. 
Mature is the person who lives according 
to her identity, growing up in human-
ity. The quest to be become really human 
generates a sense of personal fulfilment, 
serenity, harmony, joy, happiness.

Psychology, despite the differences that 
characterize the different schools, rec-
ognizes that the maturity of the person 
consists in her ability to get out of herself, 
to give herself and to love; she has walked 
and walks a path of humanization which 
does not exclude sacrifice and suffer-
ing. Those who love suffer because they 
sympathize with the difficulties and pain 
of others. One can be happy even in suf-
fering, when suffering’s meaning is found. 
At the age of fifty, St Daniel Comboni, the 
great missionary of Central Africa, for 
example, wrote six days before his death 
in Sudan: “I am happy in the Cross, which, 
gladly carried for God’s sake, generates tri-
umph and eternal life” (St Daniel Comboni, 
Writings, 7246).

Motherhood serves as another example. 
A mother is a mature person when she re-
joices in the growth of her children in their 
autonomy, responsibility and freedom. 
We know the damage that the attitude of 
parents who keep their children too de-
pendent and submissive produces, or, on 
the contrary, of those who do not take re-
sponsibility and do not care for them. The 

same happens in the life of a couple: love 
generates solidarity, closeness, empathy, 
self-giving, always respecting the dignity 
and freedom of the other.

Happiness, love and the path of humani-
zation are deeply related.

Love is the source of happiness. St Paul, 
in his ode to charity (1 Cor 13), describes 
well the characteristics of true love: pa-
tient, kind, it does not envy, it does not 
boast, it is not proud, it does not dishonour 
others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily 
angered, it keeps no record of wrongs, it 
does not delight in evil but rejoices with 
the truth, it always protects, always trusts, 
always hopes, always perseveres (cf. 1 
Cor 13: 4–7).

Selfishness can offer moments of pleas-
ure and gratification, but not happiness, 
because it closes to love. When God cre-
ated man, looking at him, He said, “It is not 
good for the man to be alone. I will make 
a helper suitable for him” (Gen 2: 18). As 
if to say that alone we cannot be happy. 
Happiness lies only in the companionship 
of those who are like us: this is the way of 
happiness that the world today seems to 
have lost.

5. HAPPINESS ACCORDING TO THE 
CHRISTIAN fAITH
“Happiness is reached by those who are 
simple, humble, meek, know how to 
weep, work for justice and peace, allow 
themselves to be forgiven by God in order 
to become instruments of His mercy” 
(Pope Francis).

In Holy Scripture, happiness permeates 
all reality, and enlivens humanity. It is 
presented through various images: a gar-
den, a water source, a dance, a meeting. It 
indicates the harmony and peace of being 
with oneself, with God and with others. 
Contentment, peace, and abundance of 
goods are the reward of a just, obedient 
and holy living (Dt 28: 1. 3–5). 

Never does Jesus of Nazareth want to 
encapsulate the Good News in a frame of 
sadness, melancholy and suffering. Jesus 

Happiness is linked to the deepest identity of our being. 
It is the consequence of a lifestyle that corresponds 

to our ontological vocation.

St Francis of Assisi achieved perfect joy 
when he understood love, particularly when 

he overcame the revulsion of embracing a leper.
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appears as a fully realized man, who lives 
the Beatitudes and experiences peace 
and serenity; who participates in the joy 
and celebrations of others; that opens 
minds and hearts to procure happiness 
and the good of all and, in this way, finds 
His fullness.

In the Beatitudes (see Mt 5: 3–12), Jesus 
presents the path on which God wants to 
lead humanity. Happiness is the conse-
quence of the journey of the disciple who 
follows Jesus, assuming/taking on the Fa-
ther’s project who is close to the poor and 
marginalized and gives them justice and 
freedom. Happiness is living compassion 
and solidarity with others, offering one’s 
life for others.

True happiness is understood only if it is 
related to the deep and true identity of the 
human person. The Christian revelation 
and the psychology that is inspired by it, 
consider that the essence of humanity, that 
is, our ontological vocation, consists of go-
ing out of oneself to meet with our fellow 
humans, with God and with the cosmos.

Self-centredness is profoundly at odds 
with the nature of the human being. For 
this reason, happiness can only be the 
effect of a fundamental attitude of life. It 
is experienced when one lives responsibly 
and constructively, with a clear direction 
and a serious goal, seeking and practis-
ing good, truth, justice, openness to the 
other, solidarity, sharing, love, the defence 
of life in all its expressions, but above all 
human life.

The concern must not be to seek hap-
piness, but to live in coherence with our 
nature, with what truly gives value and 
meaning to our existence, because as has 
already been mentioned, happiness is not 
the goal, but the consequence of a certain 
mode with which we travel the journey of 
our existence.

From a Christian point of view, happi-
ness is the consequence of living as chil-
dren of God and as brothers and sisters, 
while facing difficulties and struggles 
within and outside of ourselves. “For who-
ever wants to save their life will lose it, but 
whoever loses their life for me and for the 
Gospel will save it” (Mk 8: 35).

Happiness is, therefore, linked to the 
relationship with God, to a relationship 
of trust and faith, to the certainty of His 
love, which has its apex in the death on 

the Cross of His Son, in His Resurrection 
which is the Father’s confirmation that the 
way proposed and made possible by the 
incarnation of Jesus is a way of humaniza-
tion and a source of happiness.

“There is more happiness in giving than 
in receiving!” (Acts 20: 35), is an affirmation 
of Jesus that St Paul reports in writing to 
the elders of the community of Ephesus. 
Paul reminds them of his personal rela-
tionship with the poor: he helped them 
with the work of his hands, he cared for 
them, just as the Samaritan took care of 
the half-dead man he found abandoned on 
the road from Jerusalem to Jericho.

Even an unbeliever can find happiness 
in the free/generous relationship with oth-
ers, starting with the poorest; anyone who 
sets out on the path of love finds happi-
ness in companionship. It is on the path of 
love—which is a broad way, never obvious 
or trivial—that happiness can be found. In 
love we meet all those who choose, even if 
they belong to different faiths and cultures, 
to love others before themselves. It is the 
only way of full and lasting happiness.

St Francis of Assisi achieved perfect 
joy/happiness when he understood love, 
particularly when he overcame the revul-
sion of embracing a leper. Whenever he 
encountered a leper, as was normal for his 
time, he was tempted to dodge him—but 
the energy of love that had invaded his 
heart drove him to get off his horse, to ap-
proach the leper, and to warmly embrace 

and kiss him. He wrote in his Testament: 
“That which had seemed to me bitter was 
changed for me into sweetness of body and 
soul.” That gesture had changed his taste 
for life. The Franciscan Sources write: “Full 
of joy and admiration, a short time later 
he wanted to repeat that gesture.” Being 
with the lepers, he had finally found that 
happiness that he had not experienced in 
his previous life.

St Augustine’s life is characterised by the 
pursuit of happiness. Regularly attending 
the sermons of St Ambrose, Bishop of Mi-
lan, in the stormy journey of his existence, 
Augustine finally meets the desired port, 
happiness and peace. He discovers that the 
human is powerless if God does not enter 
into him, if God does not enlighten him, 
like St Paul on the way to Damascus. God’s 
action is a purely gratuitous gift.

St Thomas Aquinas describes the hu-
man as a restless explorer of the lands 
inhabited by happiness and, at the same 
time, as a dissatisfied being, to the extent 
that he clashes with evil, contingency, the 
structural limit to which his life underlies. 
He comes to the conclusion that supreme 
bliss, incorruptible and unassailable, re-
sides only in the contemplation of God in 
the afterlife.

The “good news” that we Christians are 
called to proclaim to the world is to choose 
to love God and the least person; this is the 
way that is written within us, in our DNA; 
any other way does not make us happy. 
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From a Christian point of view, happiness is the consequence 
of living as children of God and as brothers and sisters, while 

facing difficulties and struggles within and outside of ourselves.

The quest to become really human generates a sense of personal fulfilment, 
serenity, harmony, joy, happiness.
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Unfortunately, most Churches have stressed God’s continuous anger at our sin. 
In doing so, our perception of God was also manipulated. Instead of a loving Father, 

we have come to think of God as a tremendous judge. Creation was seen with suspicion 
because of its limitations. Stressing God’s happiness would be a way to change our understanding 

of God and imply the importance of joy and wellbeing in our own lives as well

BY FR GIUSEPPE CARAMAZZA MCCJ | VICE-CHANCELLOR OF TANGAZA COLLEGE, NAIROBI

GOD’S HAPPINESS
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in The Name of the Rose, a novel by Um-
berto Eco set in the Middle Ages, we find 
the story of a Franciscan friar—William 
of Baskerville—who is drawn into inves-
tigating a series of murders happening 
in a Benedictine monastery in 1327. Wil-
liam finds himself debating with Jorge of 
Burgos about the importance of laughter. 
Jorge despises laughter or any other man-
ifestation of joy. While other monks die in 
mysterious circumstances, it becomes ap-

parent that they are all poisoned. William 
later finds out that Jorge had smeared 
with poison the pages of a book on come-
dy by the great Greek Philosopher Aristo-
tle, which supposedly glorified joy. Those 
who touched the pages of the book would 
later die, thus they could not reveal that 
a much-admired philosopher supported 
the value of joy in life.

The Name of the Rose is a book of fiction. 
However, it is true that some Christian 

thinkers did not gladly support the idea 
of joy in one’s life. The human being was 
considered incomplete, and his life expe-
rience unhappy because of sin. Natural 
calamities were attributed to people’s 
inability to be faithful to God’s laws. God 
was seen as a terrible judge always ready 
to punish people for their sins. After all, as 
a famous prayer to the Virgin Mary says, 
we live in a “valley of tears”. Of course, all 
these ideas have no basis in Revelation. 

Happiness is seen as a characteristic of the divine life 
(God in heaven, by Ralf Roletschek).
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The Bible gives much importance to joy 
in people’s lives; God is shown as being 
happy and pursuing delight.

IT IS VERY GOOD
In the Old Testament, there are many 
words and expressions that signify joy, or 
the lack of it. People are called to shout 
for joy, clap their hands, or dance. God 
is described as being satisfied with His 
work. Actually, happiness is seen as a 
characteristic of the divine life. God is 
happy to bless His people. “God makes 
His face shine upon you, and be gracious 
to you; God lifts up His countenance 
upon you, and gives you peace” (Nm 6: 
25ff). He is also pleased in the lives of 
people: “God will again delight in you 
and make you prosperous, just as He 
delighted in your fathers” (Dt 30: 9); “I 
know, O Lord, that you search the heart, 
and take pleasure in uprightness” (1 Chr 
29: 17); “God takes pleasure in those 
who fear Him, in those who hope in His 
steadfast love” (Ps 147: 11).

The Bible starts with the story of crea-
tion (Gen 1). One of the statements that 
we find there is that God wanted to create 
the universe, and places the human being 
at the apex of creation. At the end of each 
creative day, God looks back on His work 

and recognizes it as ‘good’, He is pleased 
with it. When He comes to the sixth day, 
the day when God creates the human 
being, God says “it is good, very good” 
(Gen 1: 31). God is happy with His work, 
and wants His creation to be happy. This 
is why in Gen 2: 18, we find God not satis-
fied with the human condition: “It is not 
good for Adam to be alone!” God then 
intervenes to give Adam the opportunity 
to be happy. The creation of a new hu-
man being allows Adam to discover who 
he is. In Hebrew, Adam means ‘human 
being’. He discovers to be ‘man’ only once 
a ‘woman’ is placed at his side. Adam also 
can be in a relationship with someone 
similar to him only when Eve is there. 
He starts talking only when he can speak 
to Eve. This becomes possible because of 
God’s intervention. In other words, God 
minds His creation and wishes crea-
tion to be happy. This is reflected in the 
prophet Isaiah 65: 17–19, we find the idea 
of a new creation. In the initial creation 
God originated the conditions for human 
happiness. In creating a new heaven and 
a new earth, God will once again cre-
ate human happiness. God will rejoice 
in the new creation as He did for the 
first creation. His joy will be reflected in 
people’s joy.

THE ROLE Of WISDOm
The theme of happiness often emerges 
in Wisdom literature also. In Proverbs 
8, Wisdom weaves her own praise on 
the canvas of the Word. In verses 30–34, 
Wisdom claims to have been side by side 
with God when He created the universe. 
“I was his delight every day… and my joy 
was among the sons of man… happy are 
those who keep my ways!” The theme of 
happiness is recalled several times in a 
few lines. This strongly suggests that cre-
ation was a moment of great joy for all in-
volved. God is happy, but also the human 
beings are called to be happy. Elsewhere 
it is said that God created the sea so that 
the leviathan could enjoy himself there 
(Ps 104: 25–26). “Delight” and “rejoice” 
are used here as synonyms, suggesting 
that God took pleasure in creating the 
universe. This is true for all involved: God, 
Wisdom—personified in the image of a 
woman—and humanity. God is seen here 
as a dynamic and interactive character. It 
is Wisdom that speaks to the people and 
invites them to listen to the teaching and 
keep it, especially to walk in the ways of 
the Lord. This would make them happy. 

Reading the whole chapter, one has the 
distinctive feeling that the delight spoken 
about is not simply a feeling of amuse-

It is the Word of God that invites us to rediscover 
God’s happiness, how God enjoys the universe and all 

of its creatures—and this realization should have an impact 
on the way we serve God, and relate to each other.

The birth of Jesus is announced to the shepherds as “tidings of great joy, 
which shall be to all people” (Lk 2: 10).

The encounter between Mary and Elizabeth 
is a moment of exultation (Visitation, 

by Rogier van der Weyden).
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ment, of relaxation—it is the outcome of 
God’s action. In Proverbs—but see also 
Ecclesiastes 5—action and happiness are 
linked directly; it is not a question of a 
playful attitude. Joy is the result of right-
ful activity, and these two dimensions 
must remain related to each other. Thus, 
joy is not a distraction from life. Hap-
piness is an integral component of life, 
and a life without joy lacks an important 
component. Pleasure and playfulness are 
built into the very fabric of life, including 
God’s life. A life without joy is not what 
God intended it to be.

A NEW REALIZATION
Some theologians note that ascribing 
emotions to God is possible only when 
introducing Him as a human-like person. 
Yet, this anthropomorphic description 
of God clashes with that of philosophers 
and theologians. They reason that God 
is far above emotions, that God is un-
changeable, thus feelings play no part in 
His life. This might be true from a purely 
philosophical point of view, but certainly 
it is not how God revealed Himself in 
the Scriptures. In the Bible, we read how 
God speaks, acts, thinks, hides, rages, 
hopes the human being to come back 
to Him. God is introduced with human 

traits. Why should we refuse to listen to 
these descriptions and revert to an arti-
ficial God, one that fits into theologians’ 
descriptions, but not in our experience? 

Unfortunately, most Churches have 
stressed God’s continuous anger at our 
sin. In doing so, our perception of God 
was also manipulated. Instead of a loving 
Father, we have come to think of God as 
a tremendous judge. Creation was seen 
with suspicion because of its limitations. 
Stressing God’s happiness would be a way 
to change our understanding of God and 
imply the importance of joy and wellbe-
ing in our own lives as well. This is not 
a far-fetched idea. It is the Word of God 
that invites us to rediscover God’s happi-
ness, how God enjoys the universe and 
all of its creatures—and this realization 
should have an impact on the way we 
serve God, and relate to each other.

It would be enough to remember 
that God’s methodology is a methodol-
ogy of incarnation. God does not despise 
the world. He created it! God actually 
planned all along to become human; this 
is what happened in Jesus, the Christ. 

THE jOY Of jESUS
The issue of happiness is present in Jesus’ 
life also, even though there is no exten-

sive treatment of Jesus’ joy. In the Gospel 
of Luke (10: 17ff), we find an interesting 
remark. The disciples were sent on a mis-
sion, and now they return to Jesus. Jesus 
is happy and exclaims: “At that same 
hour, Jesus rejoices in the Holy Spirit and 
says, ‘I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven 
and earth, for thou hast hidden these 
things from the wise and the learned 
and revealed them to little children. Yes, 
Father, because this is what you willed in 
your goodness.’” This is the only time, in 
the whole Gospel, when the joy of Jesus 
is spoken about. Finally, a group of dis-
ciples has been able to free people from 
the false ideologies that imprison them. 
The fullness of joy of the seventy-two 
corresponds with the exultation of joy on 
the part of Jesus, in the Holy Spirit, who 
addresses His praise to the Father “Lord 
of heaven and earth.”

Once the intruder has been driven out 
of heaven (Satan), the Father can finally 
be proclaimed Lord of heaven and His 
lordship proclaimed “on earth as it is in 
heaven” (Mt 6: 10). “These things”, which 
Jesus declares hidden from the “wise and 
learned”, refer to His universal mission. 
He did not come to restore the kingdom 
of Israel but to inaugurate the Kingdom 
of God. While the first was the kingdom 
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God is especially pleased with the creation of human beings (The Garden of Eden, by Lucas Cranach the Elder).



26 worldwide   apr-May  2020 27 worldwide   apr-May  2020

that privileged one group of people and 
excluded others, the second is for the ex-
cluded. This plan of God remains hidden 
from those who are privileged, the big 
ones, and is revealed to the excluded, the 
small ones. In order to identify who are 
these learned and wise, and who are the 
little ones, immediately after, the evan-
gelist places the parable of the Samaritan 
(Lk 10: 25–37): 

Jesus, however, spoke of the true hap-
piness of the disciple. In the Sermon 
of the Mount (Mt 5–7) Jesus addresses 
this theme with the Beatitudes. True 
happiness is achieved by choosing to 
follow God’s plan. The words of Jesus 
mirror many similar expressions found 
in the Old Testament: happy are ... (the 
Hebrew expression ashrei is found 48 
times in the OT, of these, 28 times in 

the Psalms and 13 times in Proverbs; the 
Greek translation makarios is found 18 
times in the NT). In reality, it is difficult 
to translate what Jesus said. The Greek 
word used here by the evangelist (ma-
karios) translates the Hebrew ashrei. 
Ashrei does have a shade of connotation 
as happiness or bliss, yet its meaning is 
far wider. This word means to be on the 
right path, to move in the right direc-
tion. It was used to describe the journey 
towards Jerusalem; so, one is happy to 
be doing the right thing, to be moving 
in the right direction. This happiness 
is not just a feeling of contentment; it is 
the realization of following God’s will.

Of particular importance are the 
words “blessed are the peacemakers”. 
Peace, shalom, in the Bible, does not 
denote the absence of conflict. That 
would be a reductive view of peace. 
Peace is all that contributes to a healthy, 
harmonious, safe, full, happy life. Peace 
is so identified with general wellbeing, 
something that we often have to fight 
for. Peacemakers are those who reject 
power, idolatry, wealth, as these are the 
source of injustice and create lack of 
wellbeing. Peacemakers also commit 
themselves to transforming attitudes 
and reality, they identify the lack of 
rights and fight for their restoration 
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HAPPINESS AND CREATION
THE MAIN focus of Revelation is the human being and his relationship with God, we cannot deny that. However, it would be superficial to think that God 
is not interested in all His creatures. It is remarkable to see how non-human beings feature in Old Testament creation theology. Non-human beings are 
called by God to participate in His activity (Gen 1: 11.20.24). Elsewhere, we find an inter-responsiveness of God and non-human beings. 

We can read and reflect on these passages:
- Job 38: 7: “When the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy.”
- Ps 19: 5: “The sun like a strong man runs its course with joy.”
- Ps 65: 8: “You make the gateways of the morning and the evening shout for joy.”
- Ps 69: 34: “Let heaven and earth praise God, the seas and everything that moves in them.”
- Ps 89: 5: “Let the heavens praise your wonders, O God.”
- Ps 89: 12: “[The mountains] Tabor and Hermon joyously praise your name.”
- Ps 98: 8–9a: “Let the floods clap their hands, let the hills sing together for joy at the presence of God, for He is coming to judge the earth.”
- Ps 100: 1: “Make a joyful noise to God, all the earth.”
- Is 32: 14: “The populous city... will become... the joy of wild asses.”
- Is 35: 1–2: “The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom, like the crocus it shall blossom 
 abundantly and rejoice with joy and singing.”
- Is 49: 13: “Sing for joy, O heavens and exult, O earth; break forth, O mountains into singing!”
- Jer 51: 48: “Then the heavens and the earth, and all that is in them, shall shout for joy over Babylon; for the destroyers shall come 
 against them out of the north.”
- Joel 2: 21: “Do not fear, O soil; be glad and rejoice, for God has done great things!”

The fullness of joy of the seventy-two disciples sent in mission corresponds 
with the exultation of joy on the part of Jesus, in the Holy Spirit.
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(Mt 10: 34–36). Because of this, they are 
identified as Sons of God. In the Semitic 
worldview, a son is not only the biologi-
cal offspring of a father, but anyone be-
having like the Father: “Make yourself 
imitators of God, as dear sons” (Eph 5: 
1). When we imitate our Father in heav-
en, we give peace a chance. This means 
we taste happiness, and give others the 
chance to experience joy in their lives.

Another word of Jesus on joy is re-
ferred to in Acts 20: 35: “Let us re-
member the Word of the Lord Jesus 
who said ‘there is more joy in giving 
than in receiving.’”

PAUL REjOICING
The theme of joy is especially developed 
by St Paul. Writing to the Philippians, he 
says: “I thank God for you all … making 
my prayer with joy, because of your 
partnership in the Gospel from the first 
day until now” (Phil 1: 3–5). Paul’s joy 
was rooted in the Philippians’ partner-
ship in the Gospel. The joy they shared 
was not simply mutual affection, it was 
a mutual undertaking: the mission to 
proclaim the Gospel to all. In fact, he 
later underlines how “I will rejoice, for I 
know that through your prayers and the 
help of the Spirit of Jesus Christ this will 
turn out for my deliverance” (1: 18). He 
adds: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again, 
I will say, rejoice” (4: 4). Paul understood 
that once a community is firmly built 
on the rock that is the Gospel, then the 
relationship with God turns life into joy.

St Paul knew that life can be hard. 
He said that he received the punish-
ment of forty lashes five times, three 
times he was beaten with rods. He was 
stoned once and he suffered shipwreck, 
always in danger of being attacked by 
robbers or even by false friends, (2 Cor 
11: 24–28). Paul’s life was not easy. Yet, 
he was joyful and he described himself 
as “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing” (2 
Cor 6: 10).

GOD IS LOVE
Yes, God is Love (1 John 4: 8), but we 
can also say that God is Joy. God is a 
loving Father; He does not wish us to 
be gloomy and have a life full of trials. 
God certainly is not pleased when He 
sees the oppression of His people (Ex 3: 
7–8). He wants people to live in freedom. 
The whole of the journey of salvation is 
geared to a transformation of society 
so that it may become the Kingdom of 
God. This is not a kingdom of the after-
life. It is here and now; it is the place—
and the people—where God exercises 
His sovereign governance. 

God created the universe and placed it 
on a path of growth. “The whole universe’s 
groans will be set free from its bond-
age to decay and brought into the glori-
ous freedom of the children of God. We 
know that the whole creation has been 
groaning together in the pains of child-
birth until the present time. Not only 
that, but we ourselves, who have the first 
fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we 
wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the 
redemption of our bodies” (Rom 8: 21–23). 
It is the whole of creation that eagerly 
expects to be transformed and constitute 
the Kingdom of God. This means also the 
ability to enjoy life and relationship with 
others. Pleasure and joy are in-built into 
the very structure of creation, enabling all 
of life, including God’s own life, to be what 
God intended it to be.

Joy goes hand in hand with relation-
ship—relationship of the human being 
with other people, with creation, with 
God. This is clearly seen in the creation 
story, where the appearance of sin eats 
into relationship like a woodworm, desta-
bilizing the fabric of life. Thus, we are 
called to build our happiness in re-es-
tablishing a good relationship with crea-
tion—the ecological sphere of life, a rela-
tionship with people, with our neighbour, 
and with God, our creator and example of 
a life of happiness. 

STEPS TO HAPPINESS
IN THE BIBLE, we do not find claims for 
perfect joy. Neither do we read of any 
miraculous method to be happy for ever. 
We can, however, find indication of how 
to live a happy life. In Psalm 42, we find 
the story of a person who is in great 
pain and moves towards joy. This psalm 
should be read with the following one. 
They were a single poem in the psalm 
and they were split by mistake by some 
editors of the Bible in the past.

The author of the psalm is confined in 
a place far from the Temple. He feels like 
a deer searching for a running stream, 
essential for life. He is instead unable to 
reach the source of life: the presence 
of God. This fact is the source of pain, 
“my tears have become my food day 
and night”. He remembers how, in the 
past, he was among the crowds moving 
towards the house of the Lord. He is 
now far from Jerusalem. He feels as if 
he is being crushed by the environment. 
Here he mentions the ravines of Mount 
Hermon, and the oppression his enemies 
enact on him. 

However, not all is lost. Even though 
one may think that the future is bleak 
and gloomy, there is still hope. He is 
bitterly distressed by his trouble and 
overwhelmingly perplexed when he 
even thinks of God (“why have you 
forgotten me?”). At the same time, he 
says “Hope in God, because I shall praise 
Him again, He is the salvation of my life 
and my God.”

In the second part of the composition 
(Psalm 43), the psalmist talks to God 
asking for His intervention and defence. 
This is what he needs to return to God’s 
presence and thus feel joy in his life: 
“Then I will go to the altar of God, to 
God, my joy and my delight. I will praise 
you with the lyre, O God, my God.” To 
praise God becomes the measure to 
judge one’s life and joyful life. Praising 
God means the freedom to dialogue 
with him, the opportunity to self-
determine one’s life and, thus, to truly 
choose how to live with others and walk 
upright before God.

We are called to build our happiness in re-establishing 
a good relationship with creation—the ecological sphere of life, 
a relationship with people, with our neighbour, and with God, 

our creator and example of a life of happiness.
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We will celebrate Easter again this year because two thousand years ago 
they never found Jesus’ dead body and met Him radiantly alive

BY FR GERALD O’COLLINS SJ* | THEOLOGIAN

“ON THE THIRD DAY, 
HE ROSE AGAIN” 

SPiriTuAliTY • rEsurrEcTion

The Christian movement started with a thoroughly specific 
and astonishing factual claim about a particular person, Jesus of Nazareth.
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christianity did not begin with some 
general message about God being Father 
and Mother of all human people. Nor did 
it begin with such a central moral exhorta-
tion as “let us love one another.”

The Christian movement started with 
a thoroughly specific and astonishing 
factual claim about a particular person, 
Jesus of Nazareth. In utter disgrace, He 
died on a cross, crying out, “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?”

Marcus Tullius Cicero, a Roman lawyer 
and statesman who died shortly be-
fore the birth of Jesus, called crucifixion 
“that most cruel and disgusting penalty.” 
His fellow Romans frequently imposed 
this form of execution on slaves, vio-
lent criminals, and rebels. The Dead Sea 
Scrolls and St Paul (Galatians 3: 13) show 
us that many people believed that God 
cursed those who died by crucifixion.

Yet shortly after Jesus’ death and bur-
ial, St Peter and others began claiming 
that He had risen from the dead and 
should be accepted as the Messiah, Son 
of God and divine Lord of the universe. 
The evidence from 1 Corinthians 15: 
3–8, the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, 
and other books of the New Testament, 
establishes that the preaching of the 
resurrection went back to the very ori-
gins of Christianity.

THE CORNERSTONE
Both then and now, Christian faith 
stands or falls with the resurrection of 
Jesus from the dead. It is this unique 
message of good news which got Chris-
tianity going and keeps it going.

How did Peter, Paul, Mary Magda-
lene and others know that the unthink-
able and the absurd had happened: the 
longed-for Messiah had been crucified 
and resurrected from the dead? They 
did not directly witness the event of the 
resurrection, but after it had happened, 
they did see the risen Jesus Himself. On 
a number of occasions, He appeared to 
them. Secondly, His tomb was found to 
be open and empty. Thirdly, they ex-
perienced the gift of his Holy Spirit and 
the powerful presence of the risen Jesus, 
which set them preaching the good news 
to the world.

What of us in the twenty-first century? 
How can we believe that the crucified 

Jesus rose from the dead? Firstly, we have 
solid testimony coming from a number 
of men and women who launched the 
Christian faith and community. Jesus 
ended His earthly life nailed to a cross 
and died in slow agony—but then He 
showed Himself gloriously alive to dif-

ferent individuals (e.g. Mary Magdalene 
and Simon Peter) and groups of people, 
several hundred in all. St Paul lists many 
of these witnesses. He adds his own tes-
timony as a persecutor turned believer: 
“in the end, He appeared also to me” (1 
Corinthians 15: 5–8).

That original group of believers testified to the Son of God’s 
personal resurrection, His empty tomb, His new life with 

the Father, and the sending of the Holy Spirit into the world.

The Resurrection of Jesus is an intrinsic part of the proclamation of the disciples.
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At the same time, believing in the 
risen Christ is more than merely ac-
cepting the testimony of others to a 
unique event which took place nearly 
two thousand years ago. Easter faith 
means knowing the difference that the 
living Jesus makes in our lives here and 
now. We experience His living presence 
through the scriptures and the Eucha-
rist, as well as in numerous other ways. 
He comes to us in prayer, behind the 
faces of those who suffer and need our 
help, and in the joys and pains of our 
daily life.

NEVER ENDING STORY
Through the presence and power of the 
risen Jesus, we hope that our story will 
not end in the empty silence of death. 
The world to which we go will be no 
grey haunt of ghosts, but a deeply satis-
fying existence in which we shall know 
our dear ones and be known by them. 
We have Jesus’ promise: “If I go and pre-
pare a place for you, I will come again 
and take you to myself, so that where I 
am, there you also may be” (John 14: 3). 
Believing in the resurrection of Jesus, 
we also hope for our own.

What was the resurrection like? It was 
no mere re-animation of a corpse. It was 
much more than Jesus’ soul leaving His 
body and then coming back into it, like 
someone slipping out of a house in the 
evening and returning in the morning. St 
Paul stresses the glorious transformation 
effected by the resurrection (1 Corinthi-
ans 15: 35–48). It means full and final 
freedom from suffering and death, and 
living a new existence that rises above 
all the painful limits we now experience.

Luke and John also draw attention to 
ways in which the risen Lord has been 
changed and transformed. Closed doors 
are no obstacle to Him (John 20: 19. 26). 
He appears and disappears at will (Luke 
24: 31–36). People who have known Him 
in His earthly existence fail, at least 
initially, to identify the risen Lord. On 
the road to Emmaus, the two disciples 
recognize Him only in the moment of 
His disappearance (Luke 24: 31). Mary 
Magdalene at first supposes Him to be 
a gardener (John 20: 14–15). When Jesus 
rises from the dead, He becomes glori-
ously different.

THE EmPTY TOmb
Closely linked to Jesus’ bodily resurrec-
tion is the question of His empty tomb. 
Some people allege that faith in the risen 
Christ does not need to affirm His empty 
tomb. He is Himself risen from the dead, 
but His corpse decayed in the grave. “It 
would make no difference to my faith 
in His resurrection if the bones of Jesus 
were found.” Over the years, I have heard 
this statement from time to time, and it 
continues to bother me.

But why make a fuss? Surely, I should 
be glad that the person in question be-
lieves in Jesus’ personal resurrection? 
Provided Jesus lives a glorious, new life, 
does it really matter if the corpse laid 
in the tomb by Joseph of Arimathea 
quietly decomposed?

To begin with, those who summarily 
dismiss the empty tomb as unimportant 
normally do so in the name of “my faith”. 
I have never heard any of them arguing 

that “it would make no difference to the 
Church’s faith in the resurrection of 
Jesus if the bones of Jesus were found.” 
I don’t think that they could argue that.

One of the graffiti which turn up on 
walls around Easter shows what very 
many people would conclude if the 
bones of Jesus were discovered: “There 
will be no Easter this year. They have 
found the body.” This suggests how the 
faith of very many people in Jesus’ res-
urrection does involve His grave being 
empty. They would not believe in His 
resurrection from the dead unless His 
grave had been found open and empty. 
They take the empty tomb to be implied 
when they confess “on the third day, He 
rose again from the dead.”

ALTERNATIVE SCENARIO
To judge from what I have heard (“it 
would make no difference to my faith...”), 
those who brush aside the empty tomb 
are not hoping to enhance the quality of 
their Easter faith. They normally do not 
claim “it would improve my faith if the 
bones of Jesus were found.” What they 
are about seems rather to be an exercise 
in content reduction. How far can they go 
in reducing the content of faith and whit-
tling away beliefs before their faith would 
collapse? What can be dropped without 
their losing the heart of Christian faith?

As well as calling this procedure “con-
tent reduction”, one might speak of an 
“alternative scenario”, a version of Easter 
faith which affirms Jesus personally liv-
ing in glory but shrugs off any questions 
about the fate of His crucified body. If this 
method of an alternative scenario works 
here, why not try it elsewhere? Would 
it really matter if He did not die on the 
cross but was taken down alive, recovered 
consciousness in the tomb, somehow got 
out, and then “appeared” alive to His fol-
lowers? Would it make no difference if the 
God of Jesus Christ was simply one and in 
no sense three?

I wonder about the usefulness and in-
deed validity of such methods of content 
reduction and alternative scenarios. Peo-
ple do not normally adopt this method 
in other areas of deep personal concern. 
No-one has ever said to me: “It would 
make no difference to my life if my moth-
er had a secret lover and my mother’s 

Through the presence and power of the Risen 
Jesus, we hope that our story will not end 

in the empty silence of death.
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husband was not my father.” Most men 
and women trustingly accept that their 
mother’s husband is their father and re-
late to him accordingly.

Something like this holds true of the 
Christian faith we have received through 
the community and ultimately from the 
apostolic Church. That original group 
of believers testified to the Son of God’s 
personal resurrection, His empty tomb, 
His new life with the Father, and the send-
ing of the Holy Spirit into the world. Ac-
cepting such testimony and attempting 
to understand it, promise to be a more 
appropriate response than reducing the 
content of the New Testament message or 
imaging some alternative scenario which, 
for example, dropped the Holy Spirit from 
our account of God.

THE REVERSAL Of DEATH
As regards the fate of Jesus’ body, the 
Gospels testify that Mary Magdalene 
(all four Gospels) with one or more 
companions (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) 
found His grave to have been opened 
and that the corpse had mysteri-
ously disappeared. There is a reason-
able case to be made in support of the 
claim that Jesus’ tomb was found to be 
open and empty.

Early arguments against the mes-
sage of His resurrection seem to have 
admitted that His tomb was known 
to be empty. Naturally, the opponents 
of the Christian movement explained 
away the missing body as a plain case 
of robbery (Matthew 28: 11–15). We have 
no evidence that anyone, either Chris-
tian or non-Christian, ever alleged that 
His grave still contained His remains. 
Furthermore, it would have been im-
possible in Jerusalem and its environs 
for the disciples to begin proclaiming 
His resurrection unless His tomb had 
been empty. Their enemies could have 
destroyed that message by producing 
His corpse.

These and further arguments support 
the historical conclusion that the tomb 
of Jesus was discovered to be empty. 
The real challenge here is not to weigh 
up the pros and cons of the historical 
arguments. The challenge is to explore 
and appreciate what the empty tomb 
means. The right question is: how would 
it illuminate and improve our Easter 
faith if we understood something of the 
empty tomb’s significance? 

First of all, the emptiness of Jesus’ 
grave reflects the holiness of what it 
once held, the corpse of the incarnate 
Son of God who lived for others and 
died to establish a new community of 
love for all people. This “holy one” could 
not “see corruption” (Acts 2: 27). Sec-
ondly, the very emptiness of the tomb 
suggests and symbolizes the fullness of 
the new and everlasting life into which 
Jesus himself has gone. Graves naturally 
symbolize death and the end of life. The 
open and empty tomb of Jesus expresses 
the reversal of death and the start of a 
new life that will never end.

Thirdly, the empty grave in Jerusalem 
says something vital about the nature of 
our redemption, namely, that redemp-
tion is not a mere escape from our scene 
of suffering and death. Rather it means 

the transformation of this material, 
bodily world with its whole history of 
sin and suffering. The first Easter began 
the work of finally bringing our uni-
verse home to its ultimate destiny. God 
did not discard Jesus’ earthly corpse, but 
mysteriously raised and transfigured it 
so as to reveal what lies ahead for hu-
man beings and their world. In short, 
the empty tomb is God’s startling sign 
that redemption is not an escape to a 
better world but an amazing transfor-
mation of this world.

RESURRECTION Of THE CRUCIfIED
The Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene 
Creed sum up the essential scenario 
of Christianity. Admittedly in those 
prayers of faith we simply confess the 
crucified Jesus to be risen from the 
dead without saying anything express-
ly about either His post-resurrection 
appearances to the disciples or the 
discovery of His empty tomb—but it 
was through those appearances and 
that discovery that the first Christians 
came to know about His resurrection. 
We will celebrate Easter again this 
year because two thousand years ago 
they never found His dead body and 
met Jesus radiantly alive.

Early Christians knew that if they 
were wrong about Jesus’ rising from the 
dead, they would be the most “pitiable” 
of all people (1 Corinthians 15: 19)—but 
they were not wrong. At the Eucharist 
we can continue to announce the res-
urrection of the crucified Jesus until, at 
the end, He comes again in glory. 

{* Fr Gerald O’Collins SJ was a professor 
of theology for 33 years at the Gregorian 
University in Rome, and has lectured in 
South Africa and around the world. He 
has authored or co-authored 75 books, 
including Believing in the Resurrection 
(Paulist Press) and The Beauty of Jesus 
Christ (Oxford University Press).} 

The empty tomb is God’s startling sign that redemption 
is not an escape to a better world but an amazing 

transformation of this world.

The Risen Christ appeared to Mary 
Magdalene and to His disciples 

on a number of occasions.
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GeorGe aNd the Blue Moon (George’s 
secret key to the Universe), one of the 
children’s books in a series written by 
Lucy and Stephen Hawking, is tricky 
enough to understand, without at-
tempting to fathom Stephen Hawking’s 
A Brief History of Time—or indeed his 
witty on-line lectures that were clearly 
intended for general, rather than scien-
tific, audiences.

Interviewed on a recent BBC radio 
programme, Stephen Hawking’s daugh-
ter Lucy—the initiator and principal 
author of the George and the… books—
said that after his public lectures, peo-
ple would tell her how easy her father 

had made the science sound—but that 
they’d already forgotten it all. 

Fortunate, therefore, that this is not 
about the science, but about the man 
described as one of the world’s great-
est thinkers. Stephen Hawking, theo-
retical physicist and for 30 years the 
Lucasian Professor of Mathematics at 
the University of Cambridge, was the 
man who managed so successfully not 
to be defined by his wheelchair and 
synthetic speech but by his brilliance, 
and his ability to communicate even to 
the non-scientific.

Few scientists become legends in 
their own lifetimes. Hawking did. Those 

of us of a less than scientific bent may 
have encountered him as a cartoon 
character in The Simpsons; as a voice 
on funky rock albums; as the subject 
of the biopic, The Theory of Everything, 
in which actor Eddie Redmayne played 
him so well that Hawking said he some-
times felt he was watching himself; 
or as co-author of children’s science 
fiction, intended to encourage a new 
generation’s interest in space and time.

AGAINST ALL ODDS
Hawking’s career began in the early 
1960s at Cambridge University, but was 
drastically threatened almost before it 

THE mIND Of GOD
Are science and God mutually exclusive? The great theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking 

claimed to deny the existence of God—and yet he couldn’t leave the Almighty out of his work

BY MARIAN PALLISTER | AUTHOR AND CHAIR OF PAx CHRISTI SCOTLAND

ProfilE • sTEPHEn HaWKinG

Stephen Hawking, one of the world’s greatest scientists, became a legend in his own lifetime.
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began when in 1963, he was diagnosed 
with motor neurone disease (MND). 
He had just celebrated his 21st birthday.

MND affects the nerves (motor neu-
rones) in the brain and spinal cord that 
tell muscles what to do. The muscles 
waste, affecting walking, talking, eat-
ing, drinking and breathing. Reactions 
are different, making outcomes difficult 
to predict.

Indeed, no one could have anticipated 
that Hawking would not only continue 
to work with such brilliance, but also for 
so long. MND patients usually die within 
three to five years of diagnosis. Hawking 
turned out to be one of the ten per cent 
who survive for ten or more years after 
the onset of symptoms. Living for what 
could be termed as a miraculous 55 years 
beyond that diagnosis, he continued re-
searching theoretical physics, travelled 
extensively, gave innumerable public 
lectures, and raised three children.

But how acceptable would the word 
‘miraculous’ have been to Stephen Hawk-
ing? Where did this brilliant scientist 
stand on the ‘God question’? We can per-
haps gain some insight from this quote 
from his lecture, Does God Play Dice?

“There is a probably apocryphal sto-
ry that when Laplace was asked by 
Napoleon how God fitted into this 
system, he replied, ‘Sire, I have not 
needed that hypothesis.’ I don’t think 
that Laplace was claiming that God 
didn’t exist. It is just that He doesn’t 
intervene to break the laws of Sci-
ence. That must be the position of 
every scientist. A scientific law, is not 
a scientific law if it only holds when 
some supernatural being decides to 
let things run, and not intervene.” 
It is not surprising that Hawking 

would quote Pierre-Simon, Marquis 
de Laplace, a French scientist who laid 
scientific groundwork in the late 18th 
and early 19th centuries, and was one 
of the first to discuss the existence of 
black holes and the idea of gravitational 
collapse. Black holes became a Hawking 
speciality—God a little less so.

AN INVETERATE GAmbLER
Nonetheless, Hawking doesn’t seem 
able to leave God out of the equation. 
Later in the Play Dice lecture, Hawking 

discussed British physicist John Bell’s 
experimental test to distinguish hid-
den variable theories, with apparently 
inconsistent results, leading Hawking 
to conclude:

 “Thus, it seems that even God is 
bound by the Uncertainty Principle, 
and cannot know both the position 

and the speed of a particle. So, God 
does play dice with the universe. All 
the evidence points to him being an 
inveterate gambler, who throws the 
dice on every possible occasion.” 
Was God in the picture in the scien-

tist’s early life? Stephen William Hawk-
ing was born on January 8, 1942. His 

Stephen Hawking was the man who managed so successfully 
not to be defined by his wheelchair and synthetic speech 

but by his brilliance, and his ability to communicate 
even to the non-scientific.

Pope Paul VI kneeling beside Hawking’s wheelchair when the Pontifical Academy 
of Sciences awarded him the Pius XI Medal in 1975.
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father, Frank Hawking, came from a 
farming family based in Yorkshire in 
the north of England and was not ‘reli-
gious’. He had studied medicine at Ox-
ford University and specialised in tropi-
cal medicine, working mainly in Africa.

Hawking’s mother was also an Ox-
ford graduate. Isobel Walker was the 
third of eight children of a family doc-
tor. Born in Dunfermline in Scotland, 
the family moved to Devon in the south 
west of England when Isobel was 12 
years old. In the early years of World 
War II, she met Frank Hawking while 
working as a secretary. Stephen was 
their first child, and there were two 
younger sisters—Mary and Philippa. 
They adopted Robert when Stephen 
was 14.

The child who grew up to give so 
many answers to our questions about 
the universe wasn’t so different from 
other children: a little jealous of the 
sister who first invaded his space; a 
boy who enjoyed playing on the bomb 

site next to his home; a youngster ex-
cited by the train set Dad brought back 
from a work trip to America; a maker 
of model planes and boats, conced-
ing his friend John McClenahan was 
more dexterous. He developed a tal-
ent for creating complex games with 
friend Roger Ferneyhough and said 
these activities “came from an urge 
to know how systems worked and 
how to control them”, commenting 
that this ‘urge’ had been met by his 
cosmology research. 

“If you understand how the universe 
operates, you control it, in a way,” he 
wrote—a job he never quite conceded 
was God’s.

STUDYING THE bIbLE
This childhood was experienced in 
St Albans, a cathedral city north of 
London where the family moved when 
Frank began working with the National 
Institute for Medical Research. Stephen 
went to school there and he suggested 

that his family were seen as eccentric in 
this small town. To save money, Frank 
bought an elderly taxi rather than a 
conventional car, and a gypsy caravan 
for holidays. When a field trip took 
Frank to Africa for four months, Isobel 
took the children to the Spanish island 
of Majorca to stay with her friend Beryl 
and her husband Robert Graves, the 
eminent British poet, novelist and clas-
sicist. Stephen was tutored by Graves’ 
son’s tutor, who instructed the boys to 
read a chapter of the Bible every day 
and “write a piece on it”.

They read their way through Genesis 
and part of Exodus. The exercise was not 
about religion but the English language, 
and Hawking questioned how useful 
the language of the King James Bible, 
published in 1611, was in the 1950s. 
Graves senior was taken by the Bible’s 
mysticism and symbolism, but there 
was very evidently no intention to read 
it for more than its academic attributes.

Even so, Hawking and his school 
friends discussed the origin of the uni-
verse “and whether it had required a 
God to create it and set it going”. 

THE DEPTHS Of THE UNIVERSE
His father wanted Stephen to follow 
him into medicine, but in March 1959, 
Stephen was awarded a scholarship to 
read physics and chemistry at Oxford. 
He gained first class honours in natural 
science in 1962. Physics and astronomy, 
he said “offered the hope of under-
standing where we came from and why 
we are here. I wanted to fathom the 
depths of the universe”.

Hawking went to Cambridge in 1962 
to work with some of the most eminent 
people in cosmology and gravitation. 
But increasing clumsiness, falls, and 
behaviour that one doctor put down to 
over indulgence in alcohol (a common 
misdiagnosis), required more thorough 
medical investigation, and MND was 
diagnosed. With classic understate-
ment, he remarked that learning he 
might die in a few years was “a bit of a 
shock”. He decided he might as well “do 
some good”.

He married Jane Wilde in 1965. He 
had a research fellowship at Caius Col-
lege, Cambridge, and now the amazing 

Computer expert Walt Woltosz provided computer programmes 
that gave Hawking his distinctive ‘voice’, which he came 

to regard as his trademark.

Hawking married Jane Wilde in 1965 and had three children 
before they divorced and followed separate lives.



34 worldwide   apr-May  2020 35 worldwide   apr-May  2020

ProfilE • sTEPHEn HaWKinG

work began—but life itself wasn’t easy. 
Suitable housing became a problem, 
and Hawking’s increasing disability 
didn’t allow him to share the care of 
their first child, Robert, which put a 
strain on the marriage. Lucy was born 
three years later while work and a 
house extension were in progress. 

Hawking realised that experimental 
work didn’t fit with his disability, devot-
ing himself instead to theory. Did the 
universe have a beginning? Scientists 
in the 1960s didn’t like the ‘Big Bang’ 
idea because, as Hawking said, “One 
would have to appeal to religion and the 
hand of God to determine how the uni-
verse started off.” His work navigated 
microwaves, black holes, singularity 
theorems, and the causal structure of 
space-time. For the science, see The 
Large-Scale Structure of Space-Time, by 
Hawking and George Ellis—although 
Hawking later cautioned “the general 
reader” against it.

THE VATICAN’S mEDAL
His 1970s’ investigation of black holes 
and time travel provided rich material 
for science fiction writers. In 1975, the 
Pontifical Academy of Sciences award-
ed him the Pius XI Medal. Tempted 
to turn it down because it had been 
the Vatican who prosecuted astrono-
mer, physicist and engineer Galileo 300 
years previously for his scientific find-
ings, he reasoned that the Vatican had 
changed its mind about Galileo. So, he 
received the medal in Rome, and asked 
to see the account of Galileo’s trial in 
the Vatican library. 

Neither Pope Paul VI kneeling be-
side Hawking’s wheelchair during the 
award ceremony nor American re-
search student Don Page’s evangelising 
efforts seem to have made inroads into 
Hawking’s attitude towards religion. 
When Page lived with the Hawkings in 
Cambridge, he read Bible stories aloud 
at breakfast—perhaps overkill.

Hawking was elected to the Lucasian 
Professorship of Mathematics in 1979, 
and the Hawkings’ third child, Tim, 
was born. But his condition was dete-
riorating and Jane became increasingly 
depressed. Their marriage broke down 
and she remarried. Stephen and one of 

his nurses, Elaine Mason, also married, 
and by all accounts were very happy. 

A GLORIOUS TImE
By the mid-1980s, Hawking’s speech was 
very slurred and an operation to help 
him breathe ended his ability to speak. 
Computer expert Walt Woltosz provided 
computer programmes that gave Hawk-
ing his distinctive ‘voice’, which he came 
to regard as his trademark.

Hawking’s A Brief History of Time, pub-
lished by Bantam in1988, broke best seller 
list records and was translated into 40 
languages. The book’s final sentence sug-
gests that if a complete unified theory 
were to be achieved, we would know the 
mind of God. Hawking admitted that in 
the proof stage of the book, he wanted to 
cut that sentence, but added, “Had I done 
so, the sales might have been halved.” 
Cynical? And yet he acknowledged the 
presence of the Almighty.

Hawking wanted to go into space, but 
concluded that time travel wouldn’t be 

possible, quipping “If it were, we would 
have been overrun by tourists from the 
future by now.” 

And God and an afterlife? Hawking said:
“It’s my view that the simplest ex-
planation is that there is no God. No 
one created the universe and no one 
directs our fate. This leads me to a 
profound realisation: there is prob-
ably no heaven and afterlife either. I 
think belief in an afterlife is just wish-
ful thinking. There is no reliable evi-
dence for it, and it flies in the face of 
everything we know in science… But 
there’s a sense in which we live on, in 
our influence, and in our genes that 
we pass on to our children. We have 
this one life to appreciate the grand 
design of the universe, and for that I 
am extremely grateful.”
Hawking died on March 14, 2018, with 

thirteen honorary degrees and innu-
merable awards to his name. He said it 
had been “a glorious time to be alive and 
doing research in theoretical physics.” 

Hawking died on March 14, 2018, with thirteen honorary 
degrees and innumerable awards to his name. 
He said it had been “a glorious time to be alive 

and doing research in theoretical physics.”

Hawking in Cambridge University where his career began in the early 1960s and where 
he was diagnosed with motor neurone disease (MND) when he was 21.
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The question of time is also the question of God: when we enquire 
about time, we are in fact enquiring about God

BY FR ANSELMO BORGES | PROFESSOR OF PHILOSOPHY, UNIVERSITY OF COIMBRA, PORTUGAL

CHAllENGES • TIME

THE ANGEL Of HISTORY

The picture refers to “the Talmudic legend about angels who are being constantly created 
and find an abode in the fragments of the present” (Angelus novus, by Paul Klee, 1920).
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the historian and philosopher R. 
Wittram proposed what could be inter-
preted as a “devastating finding”: 

“The great historical events of the past 
appear to me as frozen waterfalls, images 
frozen by the ice of life that is gone and 
keeps us at a distance. We freeze in sight 
of great deeds: fallen kingdoms, destroyed 
cultures, erased passions, dead brains... 
we dwell in the city of the dead, embrace 
the shadows, make an account of the 
deceased” (Das Interesse an der Geschichte).
From our perspective, the question of 

time is also the question of God: when we 
enquire about tim e, we are in fact enquir-
ing about God. The philosopher Theodor W. 
Adorno of the Frankfurt School of Critical 
Theory, questioned how one could talk 
about reconciliation in line with the Marx-
ist dream, for example, if reconciliation 
was valid only for the future generations 
in a society realised and without conflicts? 
In that case, what about the victims of his-
torical injustice and all the dead of the past? 
From the Judaeo-Christian perspective, the 
consummation of time, is the time of hope 
in God’s salvation for all. The German theo-
logian Karl Rahner identified God in this 
context as “the Absolute Future”, that is, the 
future of all pasts, the future of all presents, 
the future of all futures, in the fullness of the 
existence of all men and women of all times.

The Jewish, Marxist philosopher Walter 
Benjamin, who was persecuted by the Nazis, 
faced a similar enigma of time and history: 

“A Klee painting named Angelus Novus 
shows an angel looking as though he is 
about to move away from something 
he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are 
staring, his mouth is open, his wings are 
spread. This is how one pictures the angel 
of history. His face is turned toward the 
past. Where we perceive a chain of events, 
he sees one single catastrophe which 
keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage 
and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel 
would like to stay, awaken the dead, and 
make whole what has been smashed. But 
a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has 
got caught in his wings with such violence 
that the angel can no longer close them. 
The storm irresistibly propels him into 
the future to which his back is turned, 
while the pile of debris before him grows 
skyward. This storm is what we call pro-
gress” (On the concept of History, 1940.

The progression of history through time 
makes victims and rests on victims: 

“The History of Humanity is a story of 
slow progress (achieved) on much suf-
fering caused. Progress kills and demands 
victims. We know that history was built 
on the victims, but we made them invis-
ible, in the sense that we did not give them 
importance” (Manuel Reyes Mate).
Mate recalls the time of his youth, fuelled 

as in the lives of so many, by a messianic 
hope for salvation, potentially fufilled by two 
messianisms (Marxism and Christianity): 

“Marxism was a guide for many people. 
Today [it] is no guide to almost anyone, 
but there is also nothing to replace it, 
and there is a great void. What exists 
now is a great hopelessness. At the time, 
there was a future: it was a society that, 
despite its problems, had a future and 
had far-reaching projects, symbolized 
by Christianity and Marxism. Today, 
society lives in and of the immediate-
ness, without projects.” 
Thus, one understands the state of politics: 
“Politics does not just have to resolve the 
day-to-day; it must offer a horizon of 
hope to humanity but it cannot renounce 
the great questions—and the great ques-

tions have to do with death, suffering 
and injustice. Inasmuch as the politi-
cal philosophy avoids these questions, 
politics... becomes a business.”
In the midst of persecution though, 

Walter Benjamin did not renounce mes-
sianism. He speaks of theology as “a small 
and ugly dwarf and hunchback”, because 
it carries historical responsibilities, er-
rors and failures, but it does not forget 
the great questions. Precisely because of 
suffering and the victims that it causes, 
if injustice cannot have the last word on 
history, it is necessary to appeal to theolo-
gy (though philosophers such as Theodor 
Adorno recognised, being as opposed to 
theology as the last word on this matter). 
Benjamin, though, in his insistence upon 
solidarity with the dead and especifically 
with innocent victims, does not allow us 
to conceive history “a-theologically”, that 
is, without theology.

The crisis of our time is essentially man-
ifested in the forgetfulness and, even, the 
closing off of the great questions—deci-
sive, metaphysical-religious questions. 
What remains without it, though, is an 
impoverished culture, and politics, with-
out humanity, is reduced to business.       

The crisis of our time is essentially manifested in the 
forgetfulness and, even, the closing off of the great questions—

decisive, metaphysical-religious questions. What remains 
without it, though, is an impoverished culture, and politics, 

without humanity, is reduced to business.

The progression of history through time makes victims and rests on victims, 
such as those of the Holocaust.
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dr ambrosoli asked to enter the Con-
gregation of the Comboni Missionaries 
in 1949, while he was a young doctor. 
In his letter of application, he wrote: “I 
would like to place myself at the service 
of the missions as a qualified doctor.” 
On 9 September 1953, he made his first 
profession and on 13 December 1955, 
he was ordained a priest by the Cardinal 
Archbishop of Milan, Giovanni Battista 
Montini, the future Pope Paul VI.

A few months later, on the first of Feb-
ruary 1956, he left for Africa. His desti-
nation: Kalongo, in the north of Uganda. 
The town of Kalongo is located on a pla-
teau 1 100 m above sea level. When Fr 
Ambrosoli arrived there, it had a popula-
tion of over 4 000. There he found a small 
medical dispensary.

He was not at all discouraged and his 
plan for a large hospital meant there was 
a lot of work to do. Working with his own 

hands, he dug for stones and transported 
them on a lorry to the building site where 
he also saw to the making of bricks. Little 
by little that dispensary grew, one block 
after another until it had room for 350 
patients. There were departments for 
maternity, paediatrics, medicine, surgery, 
gynaecology, radiology and infectious 
diseases. They also needed to care for the 
malnourished, as well as those suffering 
from leprosy and tuberculosis. Today, 
the facility treats nearly 60 000 patients 
every year.

THE GREAT DOCTOR
In only a few years, the people began to 
call him Ajwaka Madit (the great doctor) 
or Doctor Ladit (the great giver of medi-
cine). His peacefulness became prover-
bial, although he could be equally firm 
when required. He defended the wives of 
the soldiers and more generally the peo-
ple of the South when they were targeted 
by guerrilla soldiers in the North.

The faith of the people in the healing 
powers of Fr Ambrosoli knew no limits. 
In the collective imagination of the peo-
ple, he became “The man of God with 
the power to heal,” to heal not only the 
body but the spirit and the heart. In his 
work as a surgeon, Fr Ambrosoli afforded 
special care to the women as mothers 
and bearers of life. He understood that 
those mothers were capable of heroic 
acts to make sure their children were 
born and lived.

Fr Ambrosoli looked for collabora-
tion and made people responsible: the 
doctors working alongside him looked 
upon Kalongo Hospital as their own. He 
wanted all the nursing staff to feel direct-
ly involved in running the complicated 
machine that was Kalongo Hospital. He 
valued local insight, and knew that eve-
ryone’s work in the process was essential.

Towards the end of 1973, his health 
began to show signs of deteriorating but 

ON THE ROAD TO SAINTHOOD
Italian Comboni Missionary, Fr Giuseppe Ambrosoli, will be beatified in Kalongo, north of Uganda, 

on 22 November 2020. For more than 30 years, he dedicated his life to helping the people of Kalongo—
expanding a dispensary into a fully fledged hospital and opening a midwifery school

BY FR ELIO BOSCAINI | COMBONI MISSIONARY

froNTiErS • FR GIUSEPPE AMBROSOLI

In the collective imagination of the people, Fr Giuseppe Ambrosoli became 
“The man of God with the power to heal” bodies and souls. 
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he gave himself no rest. Even the periods 
he spent in Italy were a race against time 
as he went from one operating theatre 
to another to learn the latest surgical 
techniques. He met with support groups 
who provided medical equipment. He 
was well aware of his precarious state of 
health but he felt it would be a betrayal to 
hold back with things in Uganda in such 
a state of emergency. For him, to love 
others more than himself was the norm.

The year 1986 was certainly the most 
difficult year for Kalongo, overrun alter-
nately by rebels and the regular army. On 
21 October, the army occupied Kalongo 
amid indescribable scenes of panic: even 
the patients took flight. Relations with the 
government troops collapsed irremedi-
ably: the very fact of having spent a few 
months with the rebels was interpreted 
as connivance. This is the destiny of any 
hospital in a war zone. The situation in 
the hospital came to a head on 30 January 
1987. The military authorities accused the 
missionaries and hospital personnel of 
collaborating with the Acholi guerrillas 
and ordered the evacuation of Kalongo. 
Having to transfer everything and eve-
ryone suddenly to Lira was a massive 
task for Fr Ambrosoli. His concern was 
for the doctors, the young women stu-
dents of the school of midwifery and the 
Sisters in charge of them. He feared the 

students would miss a school year while 
he wanted them to end their courses with 
their exams and diplomas. Even though 
he had only one partly functioning kid-
ney, Fr Ambrosoli asked his superiors 
permission to delay his return to Italy for 
treatment. Unfortunately, his health was 
rapidly deteriorating.

bACK TO KALONGO
After working unceasingly for 31 years, 
he died in Lira on 27 March 1987, of a 
renal infection. He was 64 years old. It 
was not until seven years later that his 
remains were exhumed and reburied in 
Kalongo, close to the hospital that bears 
his name.

On 28 November 2019, Pope Francis 
authorised the Congregation for the 
Causes of the Saints “to promulgate, 
among others, the miracle attributed to 
the intercession of the Venerable Servant 
of God, Giuseppe Ambrosoli.” The mira-
cle, granted through the intercession of 
Fr Ambrosoli and which will allow him 
to be beatified next November 22, took 
place to the benefit of a young Ugandan 
woman. This was the decision reached 
in the Spring of last year by the medical 
commission set up by the Congregation 
for the Causes of the Saints, concluding 
their examination of “an extraordinary 
and inexplicable cure” from the clinical 

and scientific point of view. The benefi-
ciary’s name is Lucia Lomokol.

On the evening of 25 October 2008 
(she was 20 years old), she lost the child 
she was carrying in her womb and was 
dying of septicaemia (blood poisoning) 
in Matany Hospital, in Northern Uganda, 
another hospital run by the Comboni 
Missionaries where she had been brought 
in an extremely poor condition. The 
hospital had no means of helping her. 
Then Dr Eric Dominic placed an image 
of Fr Ambrosoli on her pillow and asked 
the relatives there to pray to “The Great 
Doctor”. The following morning, Lucia 
was better, something no-one expected.

Today, the work of Fr Ambrosoli goes 
on through his foundation called “Doc-
tor Ambrosoli Memorial Hospital”. The 
Foundation was created in 1998 by the 
Ambrosoli family and by the Comboni 
Missionaries to guarantee the continuity 
and future of the hospital and the school 
of midwifery founded by him. Its aim is 
to ensure access for the population to a 
qualified health service for their better 
health and standard of living. The Foun-
dation’s proceeds together with contribu-
tions from the local communities, fosters 
medical training so that Uganda may one 
day have its own independent health 
service. Fr Ambrosoli will be the first 
Comboni Missionary to be beatified. 

Fr Ambrosoli afforded special care to the women as mothers 
and bearers of life. He understood that those mothers were capable 

of heroic acts to make sure their children were born and lived.

Fr Ambrosoli teaching nurses in Kalongo Hospital, in 1963.

Painting of Fr Ambrosoli in the church 
of Kalongo Hospital.
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i was born in the North of England, the 
only child of a lower-middle-class fam-
ily. For as long as I can remember, I have 
always wanted to be a doctor and this wish 
persisted all through my school days. Then, 
just before writing matric, the thought 
came to me that it could be exciting to 
exercise my medical skills in an environ-
ment that really needed them and my 
thoughts moved towards Africa and more 
specifically, Uganda. The name was all I 
knew about Uganda, but the word had a 
nice African ring about it, especially when 
spoken slowly and repeatedly, rather like 
the rhythmic beat of African drums.

On qualifying as a medical doctor, I wrote 
to a London-based organisation, the Sword 
of the Spirit, an organisation, which in the 
1960s placed voluntary workers in differ-
ent climes and I indicated that I wished for 
a posting in a Catholic mission hospital in 
Uganda. “No vacancies” was the response, 
but there were opportunities in Ghana and 

South Africa. At that time, Ghana was in 
upheaval, coming to terms with its recently 
acquired independence, and Apartheid in 
South Africa was reason enough not to con-
sider it, so my response to both, was a “no, 
thank you.” However, the Sword of the Spirit 
persisted: “Would you consider a short-term 
commitment to South Africa, say three 
years?” Bishop Reiterer from Witbank had 
recently visited their office saying there was 
a desperate need for a second doctor for his 
250-bed hospital: the present incumbent 
was alone and under considerable strain. I 
could not resist the challenge and I imme-
diately took up the offer and to my lasting 

surprise, neither my parents nor my close 
friends tried to persuade me that my choice 
was either irresponsible or politically inap-
propriate. After all, I was only 23 years old 
and my medical experience was limited 
to my academic training and my one-year 
internship in the Teaching Hospital.

I was met at the airport in Johannesburg 
on 3 September 1960 by Fr Frans Koch, 
Rector of a large mission, Glen Cowie, set 
in what was then Northern Transvaal (now 
Limpopo Province), about 70 km from 
Lydenburg. Established in 1927, it was com-
prised of a large productive farm, a mill, a 
large market garden, all to support a dy-

AN EVERLASTING mEmORY
At age 84, I still thank the good Lord for the almost unique opportunity to have worked 

as a doctor in the very special missionary environment of Glen Cowie, 
Limpopo Province—an everlasting memory

BY DR ROBERT MOFETT | MEDICAL DOCTOR
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There were many outstation clinics, mostly held under 
a convenient tree, on appointed days, every day except 

Tuesday. The clinics could be extremely busy, occasionally 
up to 500 patients being seen on a single day, quite apart 

from the number seen in the hospital outpatients.

Dr Bob Moffett assisted by his wife, Hadmud. 
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namic missionary outreach with schools, 
a boarding establishment and a 225-bed 
hospital together with a nurses’ training 
school. St Rita’s hospital began very mod-
estly with a Spanish Loreto nun, Sister 
Rita, acquiring a widespread reputation as 
a dentist (with no formal training!)—and 
from her records of early extractions, the 
hospital could trace its origin. The mission-
ary priests and brothers were of the Com-
boni congregation and the supporting nuns, 
Loreto Sisters. There was also a specifically 
instituted congregation for African nuns.

AT GUNPOINT
The lone doctor and medical superinten-
dent was Dr Kurt Huebner. I was rather 
surprised on my arrival at the mission that 
he made no particular effort to make my 
acquaintance. He merely let it be known 
that he would be seeing me. However, the 
joy and excitement of youth was with me 
and my reception at the mission by the 
priests and nuns was most heart-warming, 
although I did detect a note of guarded 
optimism at their welcome and the careful 
way that they explained away the absence 
of Dr Huebner. I was very pleasantly accom-
modated in a small flat next to the TB block 
and recall that on my first night, there was 
no twinge of homesickness. I felt totally 
happy and certain that I had made the cor-
rect decision. The naive innocence of youth!

The following morning, Huebner arrived 
to welcome me. He was a stocky, strongly-
built fellow, jet black hair, piercing dark eyes 
and a correctness, which his clicking heels 
and brisk bow, summed up the man. To my 
surprise, he remarked that he and I would 
be responsible for the security of the mis-
sion, but no word of the medical challenges 
in store. He would make it his priority that 
I was prepared for my role as his lieutenant 
with regard to security. Such was my intro-
duction to my anticipated role as a medical 
doctor in an African Mission Hospital!

As discreetly as was possible under the 
circumstances, it was cautiously revealed 

to me why Huebner was alone in the hos-
pital. A month prior to my arrival, he had 
turned up one evening at the office of the 
mission rector, Fr Kock and demanded: 
“On your knees Frans. I am going to kill 
you; make your peace with God!” Huebner 
was completely naked and pointed a men-
acing Mauser pistol directly at the rector. 
Frans, whom I recall thinking at the time, 
responded like a typical Englishman under 
duress (although he was a typical German!): 
“Kurt! Be reasonable... let’s talk about this…” 
The trembling hand grasping the Mauser 
slowly lowered and Huebner began to cry. 
Fr Kock managed to access a telephone, 
summoned Mother Joseph Ann, a nun 
who appeared to have a particular under-
standing of Huebner’s problem and priest 
and nun escorted the weeping, trembling 
Huebner to his home. The following day, 
he was whisked off to see one of Pretoria’s 
leading specialists who issued the following 
conclusion: “This patient, a Lutheran work-
ing in an exclusively Catholic Hospital was 
under intolerable strain, striving to protect 
the government-assisted hospital from the 
corrupt practices of the Catholic mission.” 
He was, in a word, perfectly sane.

However, the learned professor appar-
ently had not been acquainted with the 
fact that two months prior to his nocturnal 
visit to Fr Kock, he had threatened to kill 
his assistant and wife for some undisclosed 
misdemeanour, and colleague and wife had 
understandably left at very short notice!

WAR PLANS
To complete my introduction to mis-
sionary endeavour, I was summoned one 
weekend to Huebner’s house to be ac-
quainted with his arsenal of small arms: a 
submachine gun, a variety of rifles, small 
arms and a sawn-off shotgun. Fortunately, 
while at university, I had served for a while 
in the Officers’ Training Corp—fortunate 
indeed for I was required to demonstrate 
my competence by firing every weapon in 
his arsenal, apart from the submachine 

gun. I especially recall firing the sawn-off 
shotgun, momentarily reflecting that per-
haps I had come to Africa to die!

I survived the test, but Huebner had one 
more protective, combative strategy to 
share with me. Adjoining the hospital was 
a large double storey house. Should the 
mission be under attack (from whatever 
source), he and I would carry the larg-
est oxygen cylinder from the maternity 
department up to the second storey of 
the house, open the stopcock, ignite the 
oxygen and napalm the invaders!

All this within a few days of my arrival: 
long in the telling, brief in the introduction. 
Of course, the mission personnel were 
well aware of this saga and I think they 
must have wondered how they could best 
persuade me to seek my fortune elsewhere. 
Strangely, I was completely undeterred in 
my primary mission—to work as a practi-
cal doctor in restricted circumstances. 
The Innocence of youth made small the 
known hazards of an older age. I enjoyed 
the medical work immensely. The patients 
were chiefly women and children as the 
majority of able-bodied men were away 
working in the mines in Johannesburg and 
perhaps only came home once or twice a 
year at the principal holidays of Easter and 
Christmas. The maternity unit was very 
busy with over 1 000 deliveries every year.  

The hospital was a registered training 
school under the direction of Loreto nuns, 
a matron, Sr Deirdre and a Sister tutor, Sr 

St Rita’s hospital began very modestly with a Spanish
Loreto nun, Sister Rita, acquiring a widespread 

reputation as a dentist (with no formal training!)
—and from her records of early extractions, 

the hospital could trace its origin.

A moment of rest during 
an exhausting day of field work.
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Jacinta. It was an outstanding school and 
the many hundreds of African nurses 
trained over the years have surely had 
a lasting, uplifting effect on society in 
general. My own work was multifaceted: 
diseases of children predominating with 
diarrhoea and chest infections very com-
mon. However, the maternity department 
provided many alarming moments, as 
the majority of women had not attended 
any antenatal examinations and only pre-
sented when they were in actual labour. 
Tuesday was set aside for operations that 
were within our competence, many gy-
naecological procedures, tonsillectomies, 
fractures and in the cold months, severe 
burns. It was a demanding medical initia-
tion and Huebner left me to do the major-
ity of the work, having given me some 
very basic instructions. Fortunately, there 
was a ready supply of textbooks, each one 
dealing with a special aspect of our work. 
There were many outstation clinics, mostly 
held under a convenient tree, on appointed 
days, every day except Tuesday. The clinics 
could be extremely busy, occasionally up 
to 500 patients being seen on a single day, 
quite apart from the number seen in the 
hospital outpatients.

CIRCUmCISION SCHOOL
In the coldest months of the year, the an-
nual six-week circumcision school was 
operative, where African boys and oc-
casionally young men, were made aware 
of tribal law and custom, with the act of 
circumcision being the seal of initiation 
into the tribe. An African priest had not 
been circumcised and the acceptability 
of his mission was seriously compromised 
by this known fact. White missionaries, 
being of the different culture and custom, 
were much more readily accepted.

On one occasion, I was called urgently 
to visit a circumcision school based in an 
isolated mountainous spot about 50 km 
from the mission. Two boys had died, 
and the elders were concerned about the 
wellbeing of the rest of the boys. When I 
arrived in the late morning, there were 
dozens of small boys, wrapped in ragged, 
stained blankets, some coughing vigor-
ously, some obviously seriously dehy-
drated, and some trickling blood from an 
inexpertly performed circumcision. Some 
were very ill, and I selected the worst to 

accompany me back to hospital. This 
presented a major problem—the boys 
were not to be looked upon by a woman 
while they were in Koma, as the circumci-
sion school was called. As a compromise, I 
suggested that two of the elders could ac-
company the boys and that they would be 
accommodated in an isolated ward, away 
from other patients. The elders could care 
for them. So, it was agreed, but on arrival, 
the elders realised that they were totally 
incapable of medically managing a very 
serious situation and trained nursing 
staff were reluctantly allowed to bring 
their professionalism to the fore. All the 
boys survived, but these shocking events 
were sadly repeated on many occasions 
at Koma. Even boys whose families had 
embraced Christianity were coerced into 
attending the school—a great problem for 
the missionaries.

The area was extremely poor, chiefly 
subsistence farming and the main income 
for the fortunate few, came from the Na-
tive Recruiting Corporation. The wife of a 
miner sported a yellow plastic bangle on 
her wrist with the mining number of her 

husband printed on it. On presentation 
of this evidence, she would get her ‘PAY’.

PARANOID DELUSIONS
Huebner has not yet completely surfaced 
in my tale, a sad and complex one, as bits 
and pieces emerged, either by anecdote 
or from the details given by himself. His 
stocky, striking figure, dark, piercing eyes, 
closely cropped black curly hair, muscular 
build must have made him a ready target 
for SS recruitment in his youth. One day, 
he showed me the important SS tattoo in 
his axilla. Many years before the story I am 
relating, he had been travelling on a bus 
in Germany after a busy evening at night 
classes when he was ordered by a uni-
formed officer to stand and make way for 
a young lady “who had been out dancing”. 
Huebner strongly declined... and realised 
the inevitable consequences of his failure to 
obey instantly. On being enrolled in the SS, 
he had two passports, one German and the 
other from Danzig. He had only submitted 
the German one. The day following the in-
cident, he hurried to Bremerhaven where a 
passenger ship was due to depart for South 

The patients were chiefly women and children 
as the majority of able-bodied men were away working 

in the mines in Johannesburg and perhaps only came home 
once or twice a year at the principal holidays 

of Easter and Christmas.

Initiation school for boys and young men takes place in winter. 
The act of circumcision was not always done safely. 
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Africa. It was 1938. He obtained a ticket 
and embarked. On board by chance, was a 
small party of German missionary priests 
and brothers also leaving for South Africa, 
so Huebner deliberately associated himself 
with this group and was accepted as one of 
their party. However, on disembarkation in 
Cape Town, the order had been given that 
all Germans on board were to be arrested 
and interned in South Africa as the winds 
of war were blowing. One of Huebner’s 
closest friends on the ship was Fr Frans 
Koch, the very Koch that years later, he 
would threaten to kill.

However, Huebner on hearing the in-
ternment edict, took his own initiative and 
fled to South West Africa. He remained 
there for the duration of the war, initially 
building fences and other labouring jobs, 
but in his later years, spent time with a 
German doctor as his assistant. The war 
ended and Huebner felt confident enough 
to return to South Africa. He appears to 
have spent some years unemployed but 
came by some chance to know that Fr 
Frans Koch was now the rector of a big 
mission station, Glen Cowie, where there 
was a developing hospital. Huebner wrote 
to him, telling him that he was now a qual-
ified doctor, and would there be the pos-
sibility of a place for him on the mission.

Not an age for checking qualifications, 
Huebner was employed. However, nearby 
there was an Anglican Mission Hospital 
and it came to the notice of the doctor in 
charge that irregular medical happenings 
were taking place at Saint Rita’s. He inves-
tigated and discovered that Huebner had 
no medical qualifications at all. His expe-
rience in South West Africa had provided 
the basis for his ‘qualifications’.

He was of course dismissed but remark-
ably after a couple of years’ absence in 
Germany, he turned up again at Saint Rita’s 
with “medical qualifications” from Frank-
furt University and was promptly re-em-
ployed. When I arrived in 1960, Huebner 
must have been resident in the hospital for 
at least 10 years. He was a clever man and 
had a textbook knowledge of medicine, but 
it was increasingly clear that he had had no 
practical training whatsoever (apart from 
his stint in South West Africa). He left most 
of the practical medical work to me and at 
24 years old, this was a heavy responsibil-
ity. It became increasingly clear that apart 

from his suspect medical qualifications, 
he was subject to increasingly paranoid 
delusions about the physical threat posed 
by the Africans and the thought that the 
Church was exploiting the hospital to 
its own advantage by supplying goods, 
vegetables, etc. at inflated prices. His be-
haviour became increasingly erratic and 
fortunately without anyone being physi-
cally harmed it was clear that his tenure 
was coming to an end.

A REmARKAbLE EVENT
I lived in a small flat adjoining the TB block 
and the night watchman told me that on 
one occasion, Huebner circled the location 
by night, pistol poised. So, I used to sleep 
with a chair firmly planted against the 
handle of my exit door, rear window open 
so that I could nip out quickly if things 
became too threatening.

It is therefore not too surprising that 
Huebner himself and his family—he had 
a wife and four children—considering all 
that had gone before, deemed it neces-
sary to return to Germany. Such was my 
initiation into the life of a mission doctor. 

It lasted for almost two years until normal 
life took up its course. I had a spell of leave 
in England where all my friends had mar-
ried in my absence and on my return to 
Glen Cowie felt that the chances of my 
finding some like-minded partner in the 
bush were rather limited! I vaguely toyed 
with the idea of joining a secular Institute, 
without any strong vocational sense, when 
a most remarkable event occurred.

Quite unknown to me, a young German 
girl had had an enthusiasm for coming out 
to Africa as a mission worker while she 
was waiting for one year before complet-
ing her pharmacy degree at the Univer-
sity of Münster. Her father, a pharmacist, 
had been a generous benefactor to some 
missionary priests in South Africa, Fidei 
Donum priests (secular priests committed 
to missionary work). One of their number 
visited Hadmud’s father to thank him for 
his generosity as a benefactor, and planted 
the seeds of working particularly in South 
Africa as a mission worker in Hadmud’s 
mind—a great need for young people, and 
so on! However, when Hadmud arrived, 
aged 22 at Jan Smuts airport, she was in 
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The hospital was a registered training school under 
the direction of Loreto nuns. It was an outstanding school 
and the many hundreds of African nurses trained over 

the years have surely had a lasting, uplifting effect 
on society in general.

The hospital was a registered nurses’ training school under the direction of the Loreto Sisters.
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for a shock: “What are we going to do with 
you?” was the priestly greeting.

A panic compromise was reached: Had-
mud would work as a cleaner in the white 
maternity hospital in Johannesburg! After 
six weeks of questioning what on earth 
she was doing in Africa, the priest leant on 
her ear and suggested she work for him as 
a housemaid in his newly built house in 
Groblersdal. She was occasionally given 
the opportunity to visit outlying villages 
with him, providing very basic medical 
services, but not surprisingly, quite soon 
tongues began to wag, with an attractive 
young girl staying in the house of a Catho-
lic priest, so another move was necessary. 
One of the priest’s friends was staying in 
Glen Cowie learning Sepedi.

Hadmud had met him in Germany, so she 
demanded to be taken to him to discuss her 
future. Groblersdal was 70 km from Glen 
Cowie, pitted sand roads marking the way.

That is when my new life began.
When a tearful Hadmud arrived in Glen 

Cowie to explain her predicament, I hap-
pened to be in the vicinity and suggested 
she could perhaps be employed in the 

hospital pharmacy. This appeared to be an 
acceptable solution and within a couple of 
days, Hadmud found a meaningful life in 
Africa. She showed herself a most profi-
cient assistant when I performed opera-
tions and on occasions when I was unable 
to travel to clinics, Hadmud deputised for 
me. She acquired remarkable dental skills. 
There were varying numbers of doctors 
after Huebner departed, sometimes two 
or three and on one occasion, I was alone 
for six months. Apart from helping me in 
my medical work, Hadmud would spend 
some hours alone in an isolated village, 
instructing a woman in the management 
of her second-hand knitting machine.

DELIGHTfUL NORmALITY
Not surprisingly, my ideas of joining a 
secular Institute rapidly evaporated and 
within a few months of Hadmud’s arrival, 
we were engaged and within a year, mar-
ried in Germany. Medical and family life 
thereafter, followed a course of delightful, 
uninterrupted normality, blessed with 
the arrival of four delightful children. 
Doctors of varying degrees of enthusiasm 

and commitment came and went, and the 
hospital and the nurses’ training school ac-
quired an enviable reputation in the area.

But after 14 years working at Saint Rita’s, 
life began to change. The Government was 
intensifying its Apartheid policy and, in 
1974, decided it was time for the so-called 
Homelands to take over management of 
certain vital portfolios, specifically hospi-
tals and roads. As our four children, one 
after the other, approached school age 
and only boarding school was an option, 
it was clear to Hadmud and I, that events 
were coinciding so that, in spite of our 
youthful, naïve commitment to work in-
definitely in the mission field, our time was 
coming to an end. We decided to return 
to England, where, as an only son, felt I 
needed to be close to my elderly parents. 
Our return to England, necessary as it was 
at the time, was not particularly fulfilling 
after our challenging, exciting years in 
Africa. Medical life was rushed and bor-
ing and Hadmud found it very difficult to 
settle in a foreign clime. My mother died 
unexpectedly, and my father took up the 
idea that he should accompany us back 
to South Africa. Fortunately, the change 
was not too great for him at 77, for he and 
my mother had visited the large mission 
at Mariannhill several times and I ob-
tained a post as a medical officer in Saint 
Mary’s Hospital. Quite a change from the 
rural hospital setting I had been used to. I 
worked there happily for five years until 
the arrival of our fifth child brought more 
practical issues to the fore and at age 48, I 
joined a local general practice and worked 
there happily for another 35 years. At age 
84, I am now in my second retirement year, 
thanking the good Lord for the many ex-
citing years Hadmud and I have shared and 
the almost unique opportunity to work 
together for so long in the very special mis-
sionary environment that was Glen Cowie, 
an everlasting memory.

I was made a Knight of St Sylvester in 
1974. A Knight of St Sylvester is an honour 
conveyed directly by the Pope on the ad-
vice of a Bishop to honour Roman Catholic 
lay people who have been actively involved 
in the life of the Church particularly as 
it is exemplified in the exercise of their 
professional duties. I have always regret-
ted that there was not a similar honour 
for Hadmud.  
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Apart from helping me in my medical work, Hadmud 
would spend some hours alone in an isolated village, 

instructing a woman in the management 
of her second-hand knitting machine.

Hadmud acquired remarkable dental skills and when the husband 
was unable to travel to clinics, she deputised for him.
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an envoy can be accepted or rejected, 
but God’s messenger is always rejected, 
like all the prophets and Jesus himself. 
The truth of a love that is poor, serv-
ing and humble, disturbs and calls to 
conversion. For this reason, the wise 
and powerful, who love to possess, to 
dominate and to be seen (cf. 1 John 2: 16), 
despise Jesus. His very relatives think He 
is out of His mind; His disciples betray, 
deny and abandon Him. Not one of the 
“rulers of this age” was able to know the 
wisdom and power of this God-love: “For 
if they had, they would not have crucified 
the Lord of glory” (1 Corinthians 2: 6–8). 

Were Jesus to promise wealth, power 
and prestige, all would accept Him, even 
the disciples. Even the Romans would 
have paid Him a tithe in order to have 
Him as their ally. Their rejection is the 
cause of the Cross. But Jesus doesn’t 
reject those who reject him: he gives 
life to those who kill him. His Cross is 
not a failure but “martyrdom”, witness of 
an extreme and never-ending love that 
goes beyond the beyond, and beyond it 
there is nothing but still love. the cross 
reveals God as God, overwhelming 
satan and his lie about him and us.

Zachary, last of the prophets, used to 
say of those who were killing him: “God 
sees and He will avenge!” (2 Chronicles 
24: 20ff). The Crucified Jesus instead will 
say: “Father, forgive them” (Luke 23: 34). 
only God loves in this way, shoulder-
ing the evil of those who do evil to 
him. Here, every abyss of misery is filled 
in by mercy

“Whenever you enter a town and they 
do not receive you”: in the home, we can 
enter only if accepted; in the city, we 
enter in any case. Normally, however, 
after the first curiosity, there is rejection. 
we tend to accept the rich but not the 

poor—unless we recognise that every 
poor person is also a member of the hu-
man race, even represents the human 
race. It is destiny: darkness doesn’t like 
light, its mortal enemy.

“Go into its streets and say”: the true 
disciple, as well, doesn’t refuse those who 
reject him. Even he publicly announces 
what is good and denounces evil, hoping 
for conversion.

“Even the dust of your town that clings 
to our feet, we wipe off against you”: 
those who enter the Promised Land, in 
order not to contaminate it with pagan 
soil, wipe off the dust from their feet. 
The gesture means that the city that 
doesn’t welcome the poor brother is 
still pagan: it refuses God as its Father. 
The words “cling” and “to wipe off” are 
somehow medical terms: they remind us 
of a wound which “clings together” while 
healing, and that we “wipe off” in order 
to dry it. Refusal wounds the one whom 
we refuse. The only cure for his bleeding 
wound is not to give back a refusal, but to 
carry it in ourselves; in this way, witness-
ing an unconditional love.

“Nevertheless know this, that the king-
dom of God has come near”: the kingdom 
of God who is infinite love, has arrived; it 
is present and it gives itself exactly in this 
love that is stronger than death.

“Woe to you”: to refuse love is perdi-
tion and hell, but the evil of the one who 
refuses love falls on the one who loves. 
“Woe” is not a threat but a cry of pain. It 
is the “woe” of the mother for the evil of 
the son: she feels it more than if it were 
her own. the cross is God’s “woe” for 
the evil of the world. Jesus painfully 
remembers the city that has refused Him 
as He cries over Jerusalem (Luke 19: 41): 
He will give His life on their behalf and 
go down to the underworld in order to 
save them. In this way, even perdition 
becomes a place of salvation.

“Whoever listens to you, listens to Me”: 
in the refusal, the mission of the envoy 
sent in poverty is accomplished; giving 
his life on behalf of those who take it, 
he becomes the witness of God who is 
love. For this reason, Jesus identifies him 
with Himself and the Father who sent 
him, saying: “Blessed are you when they 
insult you, banish you, etc.”—but if the 
messenger comes with wealth, power 
or prestige, he will rightly be rejected as 
a competitor, or accepted like the false 
prophets (Luke 6: 22. 26). 
© Popoli—www.popoli.info

NOTE: this year, we continue reading 
Luke 10: 1–24 as if with a magnifying 
glass; it is an inexhaustible mine. We 
will put in evidence the richness of the 
text by commenting on every expression.

UNREQUITED LOVE
BY FR SILVANO FAUSTI SJ | BIBLIST AND WRITER

THE lAST word

REFLECT AND SHARE

•	Why is the martyrs’ blood seed of 
new Christians?

•	Why must we love our enemies, 
do them good, bless them and 
pray for them?

•	Do we see the Cross as a failure 
or as the fulfilment of the mission 
of showing God who is love?

“But whenever you enter a town and they 

do not receive you, go into its streets and say: 

‘Even the dust of your town that clings to our 

feet, we wipe off against you; nevertheless 

know this, that the kingdom of God 

has come near.’ (…) Woe to you” 

(Luke 10: 10–11.13).
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Christ on the Cross with the two Maries 
and St John, by El Greco.
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THE LONE EARTHQUAKE VICTIm
BY FR NENO CONTRAN | COMBONI MISSIONARY

inthe Comboni community of Monter-
rico, Peru, there was a confrère known 
for his fine hearing and light sleep. Both 
qualities were very useful in that seismic 
zone of the Pacific Ocean. In fact, in the 
first two months of 1994, 30 tremors were 
recorded in the capital city, Lima, though 
a few if compared to the 5 000 recorded 
in Los Angeles.

Father Pedro, as a good Combo-
ni Missionary, took the anti-seismic 
recommendations issued by the Civil 

Protection very seriously, and had long 
identified four areas of refuge: under the 
desk, under the door lintel, out on the 
terrace and under the bed (though he did 
invent the last one).

During the earthquake of 5 March 1993, 
Fr Pedro carefully chose this refuge under 
his bed, believing it to be the safest. He 
jumped out of bed, but because it was night 
time and because his bed was very low, he 
bashed his nose on the underside of the 
bed, and soaked the floor with blood. 

The next morning, he appeared be-
fore his community with the obvious 
signs of his tragic night, as a result 
of his discovery of a new earthquake 
shelter. The newspapers spoke of “an 
earthquake of normal intensity and 
with no victims.” This was fake news! 
In honour of Fr Pedro’s truth, we 
must rectify this error of informa-
tion, if not in the Peruvian national 
press, at least in the international 
missionary press! 

MiSSioN iS fuN

Illustration by Ana Romão
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“St Daniel Comboni’s unconditional love for the peoples of Africa had its origin and model 

in the saving love of the Good Shepherd who offered His life on the Cross for humanity.”

{Rule of Life of the Comboni Missionaries, 3}

BE A COMBONI PRIEST OR BROTHER



“true happiness is not in having something or in becoming someone; 
true happiness is being with the lord and living for love.” 

(pope francis)


